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ABSTRACT
LATINOS, LIBRARIES AND ELECTRONIC RESOURCES
FEBRUARY 2000
LORI S. MESTRE, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN - PLATTEVILLE
B.S., UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN - PLATTEVILLE
M.A.L.S., UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH FLORIDA
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Sonia Nieto

Responsiveness to a diverse population is a pressing issue for higher
education today. The need to develop more connections with users from all areas is
of growing importance in college and university libraries, especially in areas of
computer access and skills.
In an attempt to learn of the attitudes and experiences of Latino college
students toward learning and using computer applications in an academic library, a
two year, primarily qualitative study was conducted with Latinos as participants at
one university. As a precursor to this research, a pilot study was conducted using
in-depth phenomenological interviewing to learn what it was like for Latinos to use
an academic library. Following the analysis of the pilot study, further research was
conducted and data were gathered from field notes, observations, group discussions
and e-mail journal responses from Latinos enrolled in two courses: an introductory
course, Internet for Latino Studies, taught by a Latino professor, and an introductory
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Essentials of Library Research course, which I taught. Supporting data were
gathered through 14 interviews and a survey questionnaire. Out of 137
questionnaires distributed to classes with a high concentration of Latino students,
129 were returned completed. The data were analyzed according to themes and
findings are discussed in terms of their implications for librarians and educators.
Findings include the following:
•

Social class and cultural capital were found to be more significant than ethnicity
or language dominance in library use, comfort in the library, and asking for
assistance from library personnel.

•

Latinos, in general, reported performing better and being more motivated when
there was a supportive environment with a caring teacher/librarian who treated
them as “a friend.”

•

Latinos reported the need for information to be presented in a way that was
personally or culturally relevant to them.

•

Latinos were found to use nonverbal communication as an important means for
%

transmitting and interpreting messages.

Included in the final chapter of this study are implications and suggestions for
improving library instruction to better accommodate differences in computer
experience, learning styles, classroom environment and communication.

vi

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Page
AKNOWLEDGEMENTS.iv
ABSTRACT.v
LIST OF TABLES.xii
LIST OF FIGURES.xiv
CHAPTER
1. INTRODUCTION . 1
Statement of the Problem.5
Purpose of the Study. 8
General Research Questions.10
Definition of Terms.11
Participants.11
Further Breakdown of Participants for the Data Analysis.12
Library Terminology.13
Significance of Study.14
Limitations.15
Summary.16

2. RELATED RESEARCH.18
Academic Library Services to a Diverse Population.18
Libraries and Academic Success.19
Barriers to Information Literacy.20
Latinos and Library Experiences.23
Varying Uses of Library Services.25
Cultural Barriers to Using the Library.27
Alienation..28
Learning Style Differences as Considerations for Success.32
Nonverbal Communication.36
Latinos and Technology.43
Need for Special Instruction.44
Importance of Technology Instruction for Minorities.45
Summary.47

Vll

3. DESIGN OF THE STUDY.48
General Research Questions.48
Overview of the Study.49
Overall Approach of the Inquiry.52
Classroom Study Design and Method.53
Classroom Study One.55
Classroom Study Two.56
Classroom Study Three.57
Initial Selection Procedures and Access Negotiation.57
Data Gathering.58
Pilot Study: In-Depth Phenomenological Interview
With Latinas.59
Classroom Studies.61
Field Notes.61
E-Mail Journal Logs.61
Interviews.62
Informal Conversations.64
Group Dialogues.64
Surveys.65
Pre- and Post-Questionnaires Administered to
the Classes.67
Table Logging: Data Gathering Chart.68
Data Analysis.69
Organization of Themes.71
Organization of the Data.....71
Triangulation.73
Ethical Considerations.73
Summary.74

4. PILOT STUDY: LATINA LIBRARY USERS.76
Sofia.77
Yolanda.83
Commentary: What Can We Learn From These Interviews?.97

Vlll

5.

RESULTS: HOW DO LATINOS USE THE UNIVERSITY
LIBRARY AND ITS RESOURCES?.102
Social Class and Cultural Capital.103
Major Differences in the Latino Sample in
Social/Economic Characteristics.107
Comfort in the Library.110
Cultural Identity/Perspectives/Fear.114
Funtionality/Burreaucracy.114
Feeling Physically Comfortable.116
Feeling Secure/Knowledgeable About What One
is Doing.117
Library Use.120
Frequency of Library Use.121
Resources Used at the Library.122
Facilities Used at the Library.127
Perceived Need or Importance of Using the Library.129
Teachers’ Influence on the Use of the Library.133
Helpfulness of Librarians.135
The Role of the Librarian.
138
Asking for Assistance.140
Language and Asking for Assistance.142
Hesitancy to Ask Questions.145
Summary.153

6.

RESULTS: CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS, LEARNING
STYLES AND FACILITATING COMPUTER USE WITH
LATINOS.....154
What Facilitates Computer Usage?.155
Language and Culture.155
Supportive Environment.162
Computer Experiences.167
Computers—Fear.174

IX

Graduate/Undergraduate/Generational Differences.175
Computer Strategies.177
What Should Librarians Understand When Working With
Latinos, Especially at the Computer Terminals?.178
The Importance of Nonverbal Communication.178
Teacher Influence, Involvement and Flexibility.181
Classroom Environment/Personal Interest/Contact
Needed.185
Cultural Insights.188
Cultural Dynamics in a Class of Latino Students.191
Classroom Environment in the Library.194
Teaching/Leaming Styles.195
Working in Groups.195
E-Mail Journals as a Tool to Facilitate Learning.198
Students Respond about Preferred Learning/
Teaching Styles.200
Other Issues of Concern for Latinos Using Libraries.202
Summary.205
7. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS.207
Major Findings.208
Brief Summary Discussion of Findings.208
Implications to Instruction: Lessons Learned.211
Suggestions Made By Students.212
Changes Made For the Following Semester.213
Class Presentations.215
Implications: Suggestions For Improving Computer
And Library Instruction For Latinos.217
Suggestions for Working with Latinos in a
Computerized Environment.218
Learning Styles.218
Cultural Considerations.219
Presenting Material.220
Language.221

x

Searching Strategies.225
Classroom Environment.227
Library Orientations.229
Role of the Librarian.232
Further Research.233
Conclusion.235
Epilogue.238
APPENDICES
A. COVER LETTER TO ACCOMPANY WRITTEN
CONSENT FORM.242
B. WRITTEN CONSENT FORM.243
C. LIBRARY AND COMPUTER USAGE SURVEY.244
D. LIBRARY AND COMPUTER USAGE
INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM.247
E. LIBRARY SURVEY - FOR ESSENTIALS OF
LIBRARY RESEARCH CLASS.248
F. INTERVIEW QUESTIONS.250
BIBLIOGRAPHY.252

xi

LIST OF TABLES
Table

Page

1. Sample Log.68
2. Parents Who Attended College.108
3. Status of Students and Living Arrangements.109
4. Selected Characteristics of Students from Survey.109
5. Native English Speakers and Comfort Level in the Library.Ill
6. Comparing Non Native English Speakers to Native English Speakers
for Those Who Feel Very Comfortable in the Library.112
7. Reference Use.124
8. Reserve Use.125
9. Native English and Resources Used to Find Information.126
10. Latinos Compared for Resources Used.127
11. Other Facilities Used at the Library .128
12. Is the Library Important for Your Studies?.130
13. Library Importance for Those Who Use Databases or Indexes.130
14. Do You Feel Your Grades Improve after Having Used the Library? .... 131
15. Comparing Responses for “Maybe Grades Improve" to Correlate with
Those That Also Answered That They Use Specific Library Tools.132
16. Perceived Grade Improvement.132
17. Do Instructors/Professors Ask You to Use the Library?.133
18. How Helpful Are the Librarians?.135

Xll

19. Asking for Assistance: How Often Do You or Would You
Ask a Librarian for Assistance?.141
20. Native English Speaker and Asking for Assistance.142
21. Those Who Reported Finding Something Useful.143
22. Computer Use.169
23. Internet and Reference Use for Those Who Use the Library for Most
of Their Research Needs.173
24. Computer Classes Taken.174

xm

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure

Page

1. Comfort Level in the Library.110
2. Use of Library (Frequency).122
3. Resources Used to Find Materials.123
4. How Helpful Are the Librarians?.138
5. Asking for Assistance.141
6. Computer Usage Locations.171

xiv

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

“ If you’re Latino and in the library at a computer there could be two
deficits against you. Not only are you sitting there and you’re Hispanic
and you say T don’t understand this. Everybody else does.’ But then you
may realize that ‘Oh my God, I’m the only Spanish person and I don’t
understand this.’ Maybe your ethnicity, which has been historically put
down, would be highlighted at that point.”

The above quote is from Yolanda, a graduate Latino woman whom I interviewed
in a pilot study. Her reflections and experiences in the pilot study document clearly
some of the difficulties and perceptions of using computers in a library environment for
Latinos, including the complex areas of experience, race identity and self-esteem. She,
along with others who were interviewed in the study that is the subject of this
dissertation, expressed the need for libraries to develop more culturally appropriate
instruction for minorities.
Blacks and Hispanics will account for more than one-fourth of all entrants to the
labor force between 1996 and 2005 (United States General Accounting Office, 1992).
Despite their growing visibility, these groups remain behind the majority culture in
higher education attainment and in their experience in using computers. For example,
the 1990 U.S. Census reports that the total higher education attainment of 4 or more
years of college for blacks was 11.4%, and Hispanics 9.2%, compared with 21.5% of
whites (U.S. Department of Commerce, 1990). Members of these groups will need
higher educational attainment if they are to compete in the future labor force.
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A need to develop a population with adequate online service skills and literacy
skills comes at a time when the population is becoming more diverse and literacy rates
are declining (Walshok, 1995). Ethnic minority groups and low-income families
continue to constitute large proportions of the total population. Also, an increasing
number of Americans consider a language other than English the primary language of
their household or community. For example, the U.S. Bureau of the Census (1990b)
noted that of the 11 million persons who reported speaking Spanish at home, 47.9%
reported speaking English “ not well” or “ not at all”.
Possessing effective study skills is an indispensable tool for succeeding in
school. At the university level, students need to be able to use the library to access
books, journal articles, research reports and statistical information to complete class and
research assignments. Yet the library, while often regarded as the heart of the university
and central to its curricular programs, is seldom mentioned in strategies to improve
minority student attainment. This is a sad commentary since higher education is a
critical element in making diversity a strength for the nation. *
As libraries move further into using electronic resources to access information,
all students will need to possess skills in electronic retrieval of information. In addition,
having well-developed computer skills often provides students with an entree to the
world of various productivity tools such as spreadsheets, word processors, and
databases; they will also need to know how to use the Internet to retrieve up-to-date or
obscure information. These tools are increasingly important not only in pursuing a
degree, but also in the work force. Students who neither have access to the tools nor
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prior experience using them may spend their available time doing mechanical tasks
manually, running out of time (and energy) before they get to more intellectually
rewarding activities (Schwalm 1995). Lack of computer experience, especially with
networked resources, may close off opportunities for developing improved literacy
skills, and lack of familiarity with computer environments may hamper students when
they encounter technologically-rich educational activities. In addition to inhibiting
students’ academic success, lack of computer experience can cripple opportunities for
career development, and thus restrict student’s chances of long-term economic success
(Badagliacco, 1990).
Demographic changes and economic advancement are only two of the forces
driving the growing importance of higher education for the nation’s increasingly diverse
population. The changing nature of the workplace is another force: the past two decades
have witnessed an increasing emphasis on information and service industries and
decreasing emphasis in manufacturing and agriculture. Ability to use technology is
becoming an essential requirement for workplace success.
The growing importance of information in this society and the technology now
available to access this information have provided librarians with an unprecedented
opportunity to take a leadership role in academic institutions. Yet as the demand for
service has increased, available resources have declined, such as appropriate funding for
hiring a diverse staff, for training or for books, journals and databases. The lack of
these resources leaves libraries ill equipped to handle students with diverse needs. The
students now served by many academic libraries represent a diverse mix of cultures,
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ethnic origins, gender groups, ages, and socioeconomic classes. In many academic
libraries, services are based on old assumptions about the needs and skills of a
homogeneous student body that reflect the cultural bias of the dominant society. Today,
any negative assumptions about students can hinder rather than support the library
services that are presently being provided (Janes, 1990).
This study focused on Latino students’ attitudes and experiences using electronic
resources at one academic library at a research university, as well as possible barriers
and issues that restrict their access to using libraries effectively. Latinos were chosen
for this study for several reasons. First, Latinos have been among the least served by
institutions of higher education, including the libraries (see, for example, Illinois State
Board of Higher Education, 1995; Abel et al., 1994; Texas Higher Education
Coordinating Board, 1994; Steward et al., 1992; Chadley, 1990). As the number of
Latinos continues to rise, it becomes more imperative than ever for librarians to
understand the cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds, as well as the
socialization patterns and preferred learning modes of Latinos so that they can provide
effective service to them.
Another reason for targeting Latinos is that the Latino community in the United
States is growing dramatically: between 1980-1990 there was a 53% increase in the
Latino population in general. As of 1998, the U.S. Census Bureau estimated that there
were 30,769,000 (U.S. Census Bureau Population Division, 1998). This represents
11.4% of the total population. The Hispanic population is growing at a much faster rate
than the populations of non-Hispanic whites or African Americans. By the year 2050

4

Hispanics will account for 23% of the population (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993).
Massachusetts, where this study was conducted, numbers in the top 10 states with the
largest Hispanic populations (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1992). Another reason that I
focused on the Latino population is that I am fluent in Spanish, have worked extensively
with Latinos for over 20 years in public schools and in public and academic libraries,
and I have established close connections with some of the Latino organizations,
departments and faculty members at the university where this study was conducted.
Although the library is a central resource for all students, in previous research I
found that Latinos often rely only on class notes and assistance by friends when doing
assignments, preferring not to enter the library (Mestre, 1996). They historically have
not had a “close relationship” with the library and this poses a serious problem for their
academic success. I became concerned with questions such as the following: How does
the “average” Latino experience the university library and what academic impact does
the library have for these students? What are the negative experiences associated with
the library? How could the library assist these students so that they would be more
inclined to use the library and ask for help? What type of outreach or instruction can be
done to educate Latinos about the benefits of the library? These questions prompted me
to investigate what it is like for Latinos to use an academic library.

Statement of the Problem
Responsiveness to a diverse population is a pressing issue for higher education
today. One program area that has been curiously absent from most of the discussions in

5

higher education is the academic library. In some parts of the country, ethnic minorities
already constitute the majority of the population. Projected demographic changes
indicate that soon after the beginning of the next century, one in three citizens will be an
ethnic minority, then one in two, and finally, by the year 2050, ethnic minorities will
constitute over 50% of the population (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1995). This diversity
in the ethnic and racial composition of the population necessitates new ways of thinking
about library organization and policy. Accommodating diversity at the practical level
requires the recognition of differing needs and a variety of approaches to meet those
needs. To be successful, libraries need to be responsive to the varying needs of the
increasingly diverse populations, which they serve.
Although a case can be made for linking library skills, academic success, and
attainment (Mallinckrodt and Sedlacek, 1987), there is little in the library literature
describing programs or research that address the needs of students from diverse
backgrounds. This is an area of growing concern in college and university libraries,
especially as it pertains to computer access and skills. Although the number of
terminals and computers available for using online services continues to grow, access to
online services if still far from ubiquitous. The limited availability of computers
necessary for accessing online services among the socioeconomically deprived is well
documented (National Center for Education Statistics, 1999; Office of Technology
Assessment [OTA], 1989, 1995). Even so, the attitudinal and behavioral ramifications
of such disparate access to online services have not been a focus of research. During the
past decade, the shift to online public catalogs and the proliferation of end user database
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tools in libraries have made effective bibliographic instruction even more important
than it has been. A major portion of library instruction and reference assistance now
centers on illustrating how information can be retrieved electronically.
Latinos tend to come to the library with varying levels of experience in using
technology, not always having the same access to technology as do other students.
Librarians need to understand that differences in levels of computer competence present
certain barriers to using the library and that not all students understand instructions in
the same way. For example, Latino students’ needs and learning styles tend to differ
from those of the mainstream population from which the majority of librarians come.
As of 1997, 80.5% of the librarians in the work force were Anglos, as compared to only
5.4% Hispanics (U.S. Census Bureau, 1998). They have been primarily educated in
teaching and learning styles consistent with their Anglo instructors. Two studies that I
conducted to determine learning styles of librarians provide evidence that their styles
are not consistent with many minority groups’ styles. These studies will be discussed in
Chapter two.
An awareness of what those needs and learning styles are in relationship to the
use of computers seems to be critical if librarians hope to assist effectively these users
in the retrieval of information, for it is becoming increasingly difficult for students to
navigate through the library’s new technological environment with little or no
knowledge of computers. These differences in computer experience and learning styles
have implications for the ways that librarians offer instruction.
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In a presurvey administered in Fall 1995 to two undergraduate classes of Latinos
and two classes with a mixture of graduate and undergraduate students from various
ethnic groups (Mestre, 1995), responses indicated a need on the part of librarians and
the academic library to look at the service that is currently being provided to Latinos.
There was clear frustration and even anger on the part of some students at the perceived
apathy and aloofness on the part of the librarians. An overriding perception was that
librarians tend not to assist patrons to the level that is needed. This may be
demonstrated by the perception that librarians were being rude to them, giving them
only superficial answers, prejudging their needs and abilities, or not understanding their
needs. Suggestions given by the students that might make them more motivated to use
the library included having someone at the library who spoke their language, who could
give library sessions and who could be more directly involved with them. Another issue
that surfaced from the survey was that librarians need to be more sensitive to the
different backgrounds of their patrons. Suggestions included workshops to educate
librarians about the patrons now using the library, as well as to help provide suggestions
to bridge the gap that seems to exist between the Anglo and Latino culture. As libraries
look for ways to better assist all students, they will need to take into account
perspectives of the groups that they are serving.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences of Latino students
in one academic library as they participated in a number of activities to learn effective
information retrieval skills. The study focused on the needs of Latinos at the university
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to learn of their experiences negotiating the technological environment now
predominant in most academic libraries and to document strategies that appear to
facilitate success among Latinos as they learn these applications. Although primarily
qualitative, a quantitative survey was also used.
This study is intended to contribute to a better understanding of Latino students’
library experiences, including the difficulties they may have in learning computer
applications, asking for assistance, or using the library. The ultimate goal is to redirect
library instruction and develop more effective training programs for this often ignored
group. The study objectives were:
•

To investigate the perceptions, experiences, expectations and knowledge of the
academic library and of computers and computer applications by Latino students,

•

To document current library usage patterns and library and computer skills of these
students,

•

To investigate strategies that will facilitate computer usage of these students.

The methodology was primarily qualitative in nature, based on my observations
and participation with Latinos enrolled in classes designed to teach them computer
skills, including the Internet, as well as interviews of students from the classes. The
first class taught the essentials of library research using a variety of electronic resources.
The second class was based on implementing suggestions that had been generated the
previous semester. Both of these classes consisted predominantly of Latino students,
mostly bilingual in Spanish and English, with me, an Anglo librarian, as the instructor.
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The third class was of a Latino professor instructing Latino students in the use of the
Internet. I chose to observe and participate in this class so that I might gather insights of
how a Latino professor might differ in his approach to instruction to Latino students in a
computerized environment. I also focused on interaction and learning style preferences,
differences in classroom environment, and techniques that worked well in his classroom
so that I could transfer them over to my classrooms.
This study also contained a quantitative survey instrument administered to
Latino and Anglo students that allowed me to establish questions of importance to
explore more fully with qualitative measures. Responses on the survey included many
behavioral and attitudinal tendencies among Latino students as related to computer and
library experiences.

General Research Questions
Following are the broad research questions that guided the study.
1.

How do Latinos use the university library and its resources?

2.

What facilitates computer usage among Latino students?

3.

What should librarians understand when working with Latinos, especially at the
computer?

The above questions will be answered through an analysis of the data from email journal entries from students enrolled in the various classes, field notes of my
observations, the interviews conducted, and the surveys administered to Latino students.
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Definitions of Terms
For the purposes of clarity, the following terms are defined as they will be used in this
study.
Participants
Latinos: The term Latinos will be used to describe any group of people from Latin
American countries or those identifying with ties to a Latin American country, whether
or not they speak Spanish. The purpose of combining all groups under one term is for
ease in generalizing among commonly shared cultural and linguistic experiences. It is
by no means intended to classify all Latinos as being the same. Having immigrated
over generations from different countries, the Spanish-speaking population of the
United States is educationally, ethnically, politically, socially and economically diverse.
Other differences exist between various Latino groups, such as the varying and
diversifying influence of the Native American and African traditions. These factors
make for unique experiences among many Latin American regions. There are
differences that also depend upon whether or not the Latino group in question has
“ developed a conscious ethnic pride about Hispanic cultural traditions” (Stansfield,
1988, p. 549). However, since Latinos generally share a similar cultural heritage and
language, I will use the term Latinos in the broad sense.

Hispanic: This term will be used when referring to a work or statistical information
cited by others who have used the term. For example, the 1990 Census Reports used the
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term Hispanic to refer to persons of Spanish/Hispanic origin who classified themselves
in one of the specific Hispanic origins categories listed on a questionnaire distributed;
Mexican, Puerto Rican, Chicano, Cuban, Central or South America (Spanish-speaking
countries) or other Spanish/Hispanic origin. The form also included a write-in space for
self-identification of subgroups. Persons of Hispanic origin may be of any race. (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 1990).

Further Breakdown of Participants for the Data Analysis
The following terms are terms I created for use in this study to identify groups in
■9

a broad sense. There is an inherent difficulty in creating classifications, as there are
always exceptions. For instance, “ non-U.S. Latinos” here will refer to those who
identified themselves on the survey or in interviews as being bom or raised outside of
the continental United States. On the survey I asked “If born outside of the mainland
United States, how long have you been in the 48 contiguous United States?” If a
respondent indicated that they had been in the mainland United States for the past 10
years or more I classified them as U.S. Latino, assuming that they had spent most of
their school years in U.S. schools. However, because of the migratory trends by some
Puerto Ricans, some of these individuals might have been raised partly in the United
States and partly in Puerto Rico. I had to rely on the information given by the students
as to whether or not they identified themselves as Puerto Rican from the Island or
Puerto Rican from the United States.
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Non Latinos: those who did not identify themselves as Latinos and who were bom and
raised in the United States

U.S. Latinos: those who identified themselves as Latino and who were bom/raised in
the United States, excluding Puerto Rico.

Non-U.S. Latinos: those who identified themselves as Latinos and who were bom/raised
outside of the mainland United States. The majority of these Latinos came from Puerto
Rico.

International Students: those who indicated that they were from another country (not
Latin American)

Library Terminology
Databases: usually information stored on computer files or on CD-ROM that might
contain bibliographic, numerical, statistical or full text material. Data is generally
structured so that it can be sought or retrieved automatically.

Electronic Resources: information available directly to the general public through
electronic systems. Information may be accessed via the Internet, through in-house
library databases, or via dial-in procedures.
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Online Resources: information collections sharing a common characteristic such as
subject discipline or type, which are published electronically by public- or private-sector
database producers and made available to a large public for interactive searching and
information retrieval.

Significance of Study
The results of this study will be beneficial in a number of ways. As a qualitative
study exploring how Latinos learn and use technology, it will be helpful to librarians
and educators who work with Latinos in a computer environment. As computers
become more available in educational settings, trainers will need to understand how to
work effectively with students who are learning computer applications. The study
documents attitudes about libraries and using technology, as well as strategies for
obtaining information and skills that can be valuable for librarians and educators
working with Latinos. The interviews and observations in this study allowed for a more
personal and detailed account of what it is like for Latinos, from their own perspective,
to learn computer skills in a classroom setting or in the library. The study also reveals
how the setting, structure of the class, and teaching and learning styles impact Latinos’
ability to acquire and use computer skills. The experiences, stories and suggestions that
arose, if shared among educators and librarians, may not only increase their
understanding of what it is like for Latinos to use computers, but may also generate
ways to facilitate better the understanding and acquisition of those skills for Latinos.
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Of particular interest in this study was the interaction between Latino students
and non-Latino librarians when finding information via computers. An extensive search
of the literature did not reveal any study that investigates how Latinos view, learn or
negotiate the electronic resources at the library, or that documents what librarians are
now doing to facilitate access to electronic information retrieval for minority groups.
This study provides insights of the importance for librarians to develop a rapport when
working with Latino students in a computerized environment and gives implications for
the need for librarians to redirect how they interact with them.
Through the interviews and analysis of the data, several incidents revealed some
of the reasons that lead Latino students into or away from learning about computers
and/or libraries. While there is a lot of literature related to why minorities do not use
libraries to the same extent as others, there is little addressing their experiences using
technology, or suggestions for improving their acquisition of computer or library skills.
Very little research has been done in this area and this study will help to fill some of the
gap. In addition, this study explored ways to improve verbal and nonverbal
communication while working with Latinos, and it yielded suggestions for creating a
more welcoming environment at the library.

Limitations
The population for the study was limited to a large, research public university in
a small New England town and includes a purposeful selection of Latino students. As
with most qualitative studies, it sacrifices the quantity of participants that might be
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provided by a quantitative study, in exchange for information that can be developed
through a long-term observation or through extensive, in-depth interviews. The fact that
the percentage of Latinos from which this sample comes is not as high as in other areas
of the country may be seen as a limitation. However, this may turn out to be a strength
of the study because it may be more representative of colleges and university norms
across the country and indeed may prove to be of interest to those institutions. A
random sampling of high school students, or college students at the national level, or
people who do not attend institutions of higher education, might not yield the same
results as this study. Even so, since a primary purpose of this study was to identify the
Latino experience using electronic resources, the results may offer important insights
for librarians and educators working with Latino students at any educational level or
institution.

Summary
As the numbers of Latinos continue to increase, institutions of higher education
and libraries will need to increase their efforts in understanding how to successfully
teach the information retrieval skills (whether through technology or print) to these
students. The data resulting from the qualitative and quantitative measures used in this
study reveal many issues that are of importance to Latinos when using the library or
when learning computer skills. The analysis of the data resulted in classifying Latinos
into two categories: U.S. Latinos or Non-U.S. Latinos, which then allowed for a
comparison of library and computer use between these two groups. This study, then,
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not only documents differences between Latinos and Non-Latinos, but also between
Latinos themselves. Suggestions for improving instruction, based on this study, are
provided in the last chapter.
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CHAPTER 2
RELATED RESEARCH
Four bodies of literature form the foundation for the study of this topic. First,
the literature on academic library services for a diverse population is reviewed. The
impact of using libraries on the academic achievement of students and librarians’
experiences with cultural diversity are included in this section. Second, research on
Latinos and their learning styles is explored. Third, nonverbal communication is
considered because it plays an important part in the communication style of Latinos.
Finally, literature on using and learning computer applications is presented as it pertains
to non-native English speakers and students from countries other than the United States.
Academic Library Services to a Diverse Population
Academic librarians are faced with the challenge of planning and providing
services and programs for students in a multicultural environment. Librarians must be
willing to alter long-held assumptions that their primary clientele is the once typical
student (White, aged 18-22, middle class, Christian, native English speaker raised in the
United States). They must be willing to explore innovative responses to the needs of a
multicultural community. The library is in a position to have an impact on a large
segment of the campus population because sooner or later most students pass through
the library’s doors.
One of the roles of the academic library is that of a central learning resource that
makes creative interconnections among diverse cultures. Different barriers to the
library are present for international, minority, or White students. This section of the
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literature review will explore some past experiences of Latinos’ use of libraries and
investigate barriers to the use of libraries, specifically academic libraries in the United
States.

Libraries and Academic Success
Statements regarding the importance of library use for the academic success of
students of diverse backgrounds, the low numbers of these students using the libraries,
and the responsibility of librarians to develop effective services for them, appear in
much of the literature (see for example Mensching, 1989; Janes, 1990; Kravitz, 1991;
Buttlar, 1992; Chadley, 1992; Downing, 1993; Martin, 1994). Resources obtained at
the library can assist students in their studies and help their future educational
attainment. However, Latinos’ academic achievement remains low compared to other
groups in that attainment (The Aspira Foundation, 1994; Mauricio Gaston Institute,
1994; Rodriguez, 1994; Wilds & Wilson, 1998). The 1990 census data reveal that
Latinos lagged behind the rest of the population in terms of median years of education
and participation in higher education. The number of Latinos getting to college in 1991
was 8% of the total U.S. enrollment. Of those only 3.4% completed a Bachelor’s
degree, the majority taking 6 years to complete it. On the other hand, Anglos comprised
76.5% of the enrollment in 1991, with an average completion rate of 25-30% in four
years (U.S. Department of Education, 1993). In addition, many students begin or return
to college after working for several years, making the once typical 18-22 year old
student no longer the norm. Returning students of all backgrounds may be
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unaccustomed to the complex set of economic, social, academic, technological and
cultural barriers inherent in institutions of higher education.
From 1991 to 1996 there was a 33% increase in the enrollment of Hispanics at
the college level. This represents an 86.4% increase from 1986-1996. This increase
was the largest among the four major ethnic minority groups. Despite enrollment
growth, Hispanics in higher education in 1996 represented only 14.2% of the traditional
college-age population (Wilds & Wilson, 1998). Nevertheless, as the numbers continue
to increase, college and university personnel will need to leam how to support and
encourage these students in their educational endeavors. Some of the difficulties that
these students encounter will be described below.

Barriers to Information Literacy
Barriers to information literacy often encountered by non-mainstream students
<

of diverse backgrounds include: language (terminology and/or speaking a language
other than English), technology, limited prior access to libraries, pedagogy designed for
the cognitive styles of students from the dominant group, and information systems
established around unfamiliar conceptual frameworks (Downing, 1993). Many
librarians may believe that every student has at least been exposed to basic research
before coming to college and thus should have elemental knowledge of the card catalog
and some knowledge in the use of simple indexes. They may be unaware that many
students have had no exposure to basic research, including something that would appear
to be as basic as using an index in the back of a book. Some students may also lack the
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understanding of what the library can contribute to their studies. Because of the more
complex systems emerging in libraries, students who enter college with poor
information processing skills will lag further behind in obtaining information literacy.
The academic library now provides a large portion of its journal and book indexes, as
well as other finding tools via computer networks or workstations. To be able to
navigate through the systems, patrons need to have developed high level processing and
computer skills.
Latinos who come from a low socioeconomic status may not have been provided
the opportunities of using computers or traveling to libraries. All too often the precollegiate experience of minorities is grounded in an environment of information
poverty. These students frequently arrive on campus with inadequate skills for seeking,
utilizing, and critically evaluating information (Liestman, 1991). They may exhibit low
processing skills such as poor reading ability, and they may have difficulties expressing
themselves in English. In the 1992 National Adult Literacy Survey of people over the
age of 16, Black Americans, Indian/Alaskan natives, Hispanics and Asian/Pacific
Islanders were more likely than White adults to perform in the lowest two levels of the
five levels of literacy (National Center for Education Statistics, 1998a). Among adults,
Hispanics have lower average literacy levels than Whites, both in general and at similar
levels of educational attainment (National Center for Education Statistics, 1995). These
performance differences are affected by many factors, such as having completed fewer
years of schooling or by having learned English as a second language.
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Members of minority groups come to college with varying levels of computer
experience, but generally speaking, their experience is not as extensive as that brought
by non-minority students. The National Center for Education Statistics (1993) reported
that 35 per cent of Whites were using computers at home in comparison with only 9.8
percent of Hispanics. In public schools and classrooms from 1994-1998 (public and
private) the access to the Internet increased from 35% to 78% (National Center for
Education Statistics, 1999). This access was more likely provided to teachers than to
students and in schools with a low, rather than a high percentage of low-income
students. This initial imbalance has both immediate and long-range effects on minority
students’ academic success and their eventual career opportunities. In addition to these
problems for Latino students who do attend college (often as the first member of the
family to do so), retention is a great problem, as noted in the percentages reported
previously. Early attrition is extremely high. This has been primarily attributed to
inadequate high school preparation, lack of study skills, need for individualized
communication and interaction, insufficient financial support, stress, and alienation
between students’ home cultures and their educational institutions (Martin, 1994).
Library skills are important to students’ success and the academic library should
play an integral role in the cognitive development, academic attainment, and retention
of students. Using the library can be a bewildering experience. Some academics and
librarians refuse to acknowledge that foreign and non mainstream students need special
treatment in libraries because research has shown that all new students experience the
same kind of difficulties. Mellon’s research (Mellon, 1986) revealed that students, in
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general, feel scared, overpowered, lost, and helpless in an academic library as they do
research for the first time. If this is true of White American students, think how
librarians and libraries must seem to students who are from a different cultural or
linguistic background. Librarians are in a position to develop programs to address some
of these initial disparities by encouraging Latino students’ use of libraries, including the
effective use of computers.

Latinos and Library Experiences
Until 1920, very little was written about library services to the Latino
population. It was at that time that Pura Belpre, originally from Puerto Rico, began her
career in a New York City Branch of the Public Library, thereafter enriching the lives of
Latino and other children for decades. It wasn’t until the 1960’s that literature about
library services for Mexican Americans began to appear. Then, in the 1970’s, there was
a proliferation of literature about serving Latinos (termed Hispanics in the literature).
Such concern about services may have come about in response to the legislation
regarding bilingual education. The library service response to changing demographics
takes place first at the public library level, where changes in the community have a
direct impact upon public service. This response is well documented in the professional
library literature beginning in the late 1960s. Wertheimer’s special issue of Library
Trends captured this literature well, providing an overview of service approaches and
programs in diverse settings in other countries. (Wertheimer, 1980). However, in the
late 1980’s there began a decline in the literature. Much of the literature today is written
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by those libraries who serve high concentrations of the Latino population, and it focuses
mainly on public libraries.
There is a paucity of literature on serving Latinos in academic libraries, although
literature about academic library services to minority students is more prolific. Much of
the available literature is quite recent. The focus of most of the articles in the early and
mid-1980’s was on services to international students, and specific programs to train
staff to better understand and serve international students was described (Greenfield et
al, 1986; Wayman, 1986) and library instruction programs designed to meet such
students’ specific needs (Moorhead, 1986; Ball and Mahoney, 1987; Macdonald and
Sarkodie-Mensah, 1988). Robert Haro was a pioneer in disseminating information
about serving Latinos in the library. His book, Developing library and information
services for Americans of Hispanic origin (1981) is considered a seminal work.
It is only within the past two decades that academic libraries have been
noticeably affected by cultural diversity and multiculturalism. This impact is a result of
the increased recruitment and enrollment of diverse students from the U.S. and abroad;
the creation of multicultural curricula; racial incidents on many campuses; and a general
increase of attention paid to cultural diversity by many university administrations.
Substantive reports of academic library programs and services to students of diverse
backgrounds in academic libraries first appeared in the literature in 1988.
Communication and culture were beginning to be cited as important concerns, as was
the need for staff training to improve sensitivity to cultural differences (Lam, 1988;
Menshing, 1989; Janes and Meltzer, 1990). A review of more recent studies indicates
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that responsiveness based upon professional judgment of need by librarians is an
important impetus in the development of library programs for students from diverse
backgrounds. Statements regarding the importance of library use for minority student
academic success, the low numbers of these students using the libraries, and the
responsibility of librarians to develop effective services in a multicultural environment
appear in most of this literature.

Varying Uses of Library Services
Minority students’ needs for library service at all levels and through all types of
libraries have been described in the literature in several ways. Most of the literature
discusses student contact through library public services and the librarian’s role in
providing library instruction. The importance of library skills in student academic
success is the basis for these perspectives. Each group approaches education differently
and has different needs. Understanding what students seek and need from education
provides librarians, as well as other educators with the background to offer instruction
and service in the manner best suited to each student (Welch and Lam, 1991). An
awareness of the general cultural and linguistic values of diverse populations is being
acknowledged as an essential tool for educators that makes possible more effective
communication, while also recognizing many of their difficulties, and establishing an
atmosphere that will facilitate learning (Cheng, 1990). Librarians must accept
responsibility for developing strategies and delivering services to culturally diverse
users that take into account their historical, cultural and educational experiences
(Kravitzet al., 1991).
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Library service differs from country to country. When students come from
countries with few or no public libraries, their view of libraries may be akin to “they’re
not for me.” They may view the library as being for children or teenagers to do their
school reports (a school library), a type of a study hall, or for some remote, educated
elite (American Library Association 1993). Students may be accustomed to learning by
lectures and textbooks; using a library for research may be a big adjustment. In
addition, Kravitz, Lines, & Sykes (1991) pointed out that librarians must acknowledge
and understand that some people of color are likely to approach or view a library with a
great deal of suspicion. Their worldview of libraries is ultimately linked to their past
and current experiences of racism and oppression.
Several barriers to reference service faced by the library user who is not from the
mainstream population have been identified in the literature. They include limited
English language proficiency, lack of study skills, cultural differences in time
management, and the need for individualized communication and interaction (Llabre,
1991; Padilla, 1991; Sykes 1988; Olivas, 1986). Students might not use libraries due to
fear resulting from a lack of knowledge, as well as the apprehension when first walking
through the library’s doors. They may feel intimidated about using libraries, not
knowing what to ask the librarian or how to find resource materials. Asking questions
in some cultures displays ignorance, which is shameful, especially for grown people
with some education. Misunderstanding a response to a question may lead the student
to say he or she understands to avoid further embarrassment. Students may be
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convinced that “everyone else” knows more about the library than they and may try to
hide their “ shameful” lack of knowledge by not asking questions.

Cultural Barriers to Using the Library
One of the major challenges facing institutions of higher education today is to
find ways to increase the levels of participation and success of students from diverse
backgrounds. Even as librarians have become more aware that the backgrounds of
students from diverse backgrounds intimately affect their information-seeking behavior
in libraries, librarians have not always adapted their library instruction programs to
accommodate student diversity. Whitmore (1997) describes how the campus
environment may have an impact on the academic library experiences of minority
students. Students of color may feel library anxiety when confronted with an all White
staff and when surrounded continuously by White students and “ White” expectations of
needing to assimilate and perform according to the “norms” of Whites. Whitmore
further discusses how this can create “racism as atmosphere” and how it can contribute
to psychological barriers. He also discusses the impact of race on library interactions.
The problems facing minority students are in some ways as diverse as the groups from
which they come. Yet, all of these students face several common barriers. Richardson
and Skinner (1991) note that students of color experience frustration when they are
recruited by institutions on the strengths of their previous achievements and cultural
affiliations, but then are expected to become like Anglo students with whom they have
little in common. In the library unintentional racism may arise, not only with
collections that may not reflect the diverse groups on campus or with the lack of

27

minorities in staffing, but with the scant attention given to minority students’ questions,
especially when they are researching their own group. Gilton (1994) points out that
librarians may not pay sufficient attention to resources developed by minority groups
about themselves, but may direct students to resources written by Anglos. Students’
frustrations deepen as differences in preparation and learning preferences translate into
often insurmountable barriers to education (Richardson, 1991).
For all groups, the issues of attrition and attainment are paramount. Early
attrition is extremely high—even at the community college level, considered the most
accessible point of entry for many students (National Center for Education Statistics,
1998b). This has been primarily attributed to inadequate high school preparation,
insufficient financial support, stress, and alienation between students from diverse
backgrounds and their educational institutions (Wilds & Wilson, 1998). According to
the National Center for Education Statistics (1998b), the higher a student’s
socioeconomic status or the higher their parents’ educational attainment, the higher the
likelihood of that student completing a bachelor’s degree, or any degree within five
years. Students whose parents had limited educational backgrounds and lower
socioeconomic status were less likely to complete a degree.

Alienation
Alienation is identified as a persistent problem faced by every minority student
group. Loo & Rolison (1986), for example, studied alienation of minority students at a
predominately Anglo institution. They found that sociocultural alienation was
pervasive and that it could be distinct from academic satisfaction for these students.
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They can feel alienated socioculturally if their ethnic representation on campus is small.
They may be reluctant to join in on activities or get involved on a personal level if they
feel uncomfortable among the other students, especially if they see few people who
“ look like them”. Alienation becomes a barrier to achievement for even academically
successful students, undermining retention and graduation rates. The ALANA (a student
organization representing African, Latino, Asian and Native Americans) subcommittee
of the Retention Committee at the university which is the site of this study (1996-1997),
noted that retention rates for students of color are almost twice as low as for those who
are White. Retention rates are a serious indicator of student discontent and
dissatisfaction with the University. When asked why they left the University, ALANA
students mentioned, among other reasons, inadequate advising and the impersonal
climate. Library staff may not be academic advisors, but their work goes a long way
toward creating a positive and successful, or negative and defeating, academic
experience. They form one-on-one relationships - although perhaps brief ones whenever they assist a user. The quality of these interactions can create either a climate
of comfort, confidence and inclusiveness, or one of alienation and even intimidation.
At the reference desk, librarians and staff sometimes face language and cultural
problems. Language problems may seem obvious, but cultural problems are sometimes
harder to define. In some cultures, for example, women usually do not work outside the
home. Therefore, it is difficult for some international students to relate to women in a
workplace. Ayala-Schueneman & Pitts (1996) report that is difficult for some nonLatinos to relate to Latino librarians, just as it is difficult for some male Latinos to relate

29

to women librarians. A FIPSE grant (Fund of the Improvement for Postsecondary
Education) from the U.S. Department of Education at Texas A&M UniversityKingsville allowed for a transculturation project at that institution. The program was
designed to produce changes in attitudes, values, and beliefs about culture other than
one’s own. The sensitivity gained from the FIPSE program helped librarians
understand that respect, understanding, and knowledge are valuable assets in dealing
with people from other cultures. In turn, one of the objectives of the program was to
develop better performance and higher retention rates and recruitment levels for both
minority students and faculty.
Connection to the educational institution is a very important factor in
overcoming alienation and improving college persistence for all students (Tinto, 1987).
In one study Tracey and Sedlacek (1987) found that use of campus facilities was
positively related to academic success and retention. The strongest relationship which
they found was between African-American student retention and use of the
undergraduate library. The implications for student use of academic facilities in general
appear to be that students who use the library are more likely to stay in school. The
findings highlighted the importance of special programming that emphasizes the value
of the library through academic departments, as well as through student affairs units.
Language and cultural differences can also contribute to a feeling of alienation.
Most mainstream American students attending college have been raised in only one
culture. They are familiar with the dominant style of instruction and have command of
the English language. The same cannot be assumed of Latinos. Even students with a
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high level of proficiency in the language may use a tremendous amount of concentration
to keep up with instructions. Some students may hesitate to ask for help because the
effort would be fraught with difficulty. Even in a one-on-one encounter students may
have difficulty phrasing questions and comprehending explanations in a second
language.
Wilds & Wilson (1998) reported that the presence of a community (racial,
cultural, gender) for students of color where they can receive support has proven critical
to the academic success of these students. A series of negative circumstances on
campus or in the personal lives of students of color may cause them to fail a course or
drop out of school and never return to continue their studies (Mallinckrodt, 1988).
However, White students who drop out are more likely to have a supportive person (or
persons) who encourages and/or pressures them to return to college and helps them
succeed in school (Allen, 1992). The presence of a supportive person has been shown
to correlate significantly with the grades, retention, and graduation of students of color
and women (Fuertes & Sedlacek, 1994; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1987; Ancis & Sedlacek,
1987; Beth & Fitzgerald, 1987; Tidball, 1986). A student may find it easier to ask a
staff member of color for help even if they are from a different racial or ethnic group,
because that student may appreciate that the staff member too is from “ outside” the
dominant culture.
Consequently, if students realize that they need the support of others and are
willing to seek that support, they will be more likely to succeed in college than students
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who rely on their own resources to solve problems. Teachers, staff and librarians are in
roles to help with this support network and in providing positive experiences.

Learning Style Differences as Considerations for Success
Librarians need to be aware that there may also be cultural differences that
influence learning. Cognitive, learning and motivational styles of many students may
be different from those most often expected by teachers and librarians who represent the
majority culture. Cultural values strongly affect teacher-student relationships and
classroom behavior. If Latinos are raised in a strict environment and leam not to
challenge their parents or teachers, the atmosphere in mainstream classrooms (and
libraries) may foster reliance, inactivity and submission, while also inhibiting
independence and inductive reasoning (Wayman, 1984). Researchers suggest that
individuals tend to fall into distinct categories with the manner in which they prefer to
leam and, to a large degree, that these preferences are culturally identified (Bodi, 1990;
Claxton, 1990; Dunn &; Dunn, 1990; Dunn et al., 1990; Anderson & Adams, 1992;
Cushner, 1994; Mandemack, 1994). Nevertheless, it is important to emphasize that
there are numerous variations and differences among individuals of the same cultural
group.
One learning theory with many implications for cross-cultural learning is
Witkin’s theory of field-dependence/field-independence, developed in the 1940’s .
Witkin designed an Embedded Figures Test to determine how well people can deal with
a part of a field separately from the field as a whole (Witkin, 1950). Anderson &
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Adams (1992), in their research, concluded that White and Asian-American men tend to
be field-independent learners who are parts-specific, can isolate facts as needed, are
rather linear in their thinking and problem solving, and tend to test well. On the other
hand, White females, African-Americans, Native Americans, and Latinos of both sexes
tend to be field-dependent learners, must see the big picture, are able to see details only
in relation to the whole, seek to find personal relevance in the task at hand, and require
that some sort of personal relationship be established between the instructor and the
student. Field-independent learners may work well in a teacher-centered classroom that
encourages competition, and that allows them to develop their own strategies in
nonsocial problem-solving domains (Smith, 1992), whereas field-dependent learners
may prefer a cooperative learning environment that encourages peer interaction and
support and which pays more attention to the social context in which tasks are framed.
Field dependent learners may also prefer to interact with the teacher, and leam better
when some structure, mediation plans, or strategy is provided them. For articles that
discuss the benefits of a cooperative learning environment for students from diverse
backgrounds, see for example: Hare, 1985; Johnson & Johnson, 1985; Erickson &
Strommer, 1991; Zanger, 1991; Ogbu, 1992; Irvine & York, 1995; and Slavin, 1995.
Griggs & Dunn (1996) summarized what several investigators found regarding
learning styles when comparing students of various ethnic groups in elementary school
through college levels. The Latinos included in these studies were Mexican-Americans.
The measure used identified 21 elements of learning styles grouped into five categories:
environmental learning style, emotional learning style, sociological learning style,
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physiological learning style, and psychological learning style. They concluded, from
the analysis of their measure, that Latino students tend to prefer: a cool environment;
peer-oriented learning; kinesthetic instructional resources; a high degree of structure;
late morning and afternoon peak energy levels; variety as opposed to routines, and a
field-dependent cognitive style.
Differences in value systems may also have an impact on how individuals learn.
Generally speaking, European Americans value independence as the basis of their own
identity and their relationship with others, while Latinos build relationships of
interdependence, especially within the family. European Americans are also more
independent and expect to do things for themselves through self-reliance and
competence, whereas Latinos identify with a group and emphasize cooperation and
loyalty (Zanger, 1984).
Two studies that were done to determine librarians’ learning styles indicate that
their styles tend to conform more with the field independent learners, rather than with
the styles most commonly identified with Latinos. The first study administered the
Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory (Kolb, 1985) to 140 academic librarians in public and
technical services (Choi, 1989). Kolb’s model conceptualizes the learning process as a
four-stage cycle and identifies four different learning styles. Those learning styles are:

•

Assimilator =Reflective/Theoretical - Individuals who are best at
understanding a wide range of information and putting it into concise,
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logical form. They are less focused on people and more interested in abstract
conceptualization and reflective observations.
•

Converger = Doer/Theoretical - Individuals who can take ideas and turn
them into concrete situations. They use abstract conceptualization and active
experimentation to learn.

•

Diverger =Processor/Reflector-Individuals who are strong on imagination,
and can view a concrete situation from a variety of perspectives. They use
reflective observation to learn.

•

Accomodater (sic)=Processor/Doer -Individuals who use concrete
experiences or attempts to make any situation concrete. They are good
adaptors.

The most common learning style among the academic librarians surveyed was
found to be the assimilator (38.6%), followed by the converger (27.1%), the diverger
(19.3%) and the accomodator (15%). The majority of the librarians tended to prefer or
have strength in abstract conceptualization.
The second study analyzed results from the Squires Thinking Styles Test that
was given to 134 library employees and indicated that professional librarians tend to be
verbally oriented (Squires, Hoopes & Gillon, 1992). The research here also found that
librarians have a strong, logical style of thinking, rather than one that is imaginative.
They concluded that verbal thinkers feel comfortable in a library-like organization.
Verbal thinkers tend to be more logical, more organized, and more involved in
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establishing systems, yet less creative, than do those in the more visual categories. Yet,
for Latinos who differ from this approach, a rigid environment may be intimidating.
A larger percentage of visual thinkers avoid computers than do verbal thinkers.
The creative thinker in today’s school system/library environment might struggle to
succeed. Narrow teaching practices favor the more logical thinker. Because librarians
are essentially a product of those teaching practices they usually emulate that same
pattern of instruction. In the Squires et al. (1992) study, it was found that
paraprofessionals, as opposed to professional librarians, tended to be more visually
oriented. It would seem that paraprofessionals might be able to better identify with
Latino students in a more creative visual way than do many professional librarians. To
best serve a wide diversity of thinking styles among patrons, there should be librarians
available who are logical and imaginative thinkers, or at least who have been trained to
work with a diverse array of learning and thinking styles. The researchers (Squires et
al., 1992) reported that if the library does not provide patrons areas that provide their
usage pattern, they would probably not use the library.
Nonverbal Communication
One notable cultural difference between Latinos and Anglos is the use of
nonverbal communication and it should be an area of great importance for librarians and
instructors who are working with Latino students. Subtle cues can be misinterpreted or
completely unnoticed in an interaction, resulting in miscommunication.
Much of our behavior is at the nonverbal level and its impact on communication
can be powerful and easily misunderstood, particularly by students and parents from
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other cultures who may have learned different cultural rules of when, how, where and to
what degree to express certain behaviors (Wolfgang, 1976). Culture is important in
shaping our nonverbal communication. Librarians need to understand the role of
nonverbal behavior in communication and its role in the library, in particular.
Nonverbal communication and body language play an important part in
communication patterns and they differ among cultures. The interpretation of body
language by different cultures is interesting. Some cultures communicate more with the
eyes, touch and nods. To Westerners a nod is a positive signal, but to people from other
cultures, a simple nod can be quite complicated. It could mean yes or no or it can be
used to express a lack of comprehension or to assure that the speaker is being listened
to. Wayman (1984) speaks about the effect that our gestures and body stance may have
on those from other cultures. For example, they may be interpreted as having particular
meanings completely different than what we had intended. Some gestures that someone
from the United States uses may be considered rude in other cultures, such as nodding
their heads up and down, smiling and saying “ hi” to strangers, maintaining eye contact,
shaking hands, particular body stances, and the actual physical distance used between
individuals. It is important for librarians to be aware of the body language they use and
their possible meaning in other cultures.
Ray Birdwhistle (1970), one of the first social scientists to bring attention to the
nonverbal component of communication and a generally noted authority on nonverbal
behavior, estimates that the average person (which would exclude certain occupations)
actually speaks for a total of 10 to 11 minutes daily, the standard spoken sentence taking
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only about 2.5 seconds. He also says that in a normal two-person conversation, the
verbal components probably carry less than 35 percent of the social meaning of the
situation; more than 65 percent is carried on the nonverbal band.
Mehrabian (1971) stated that “silent messages” are more powerful than what we
say verbally. They have the ability to contradict or reinforce what we say. Nonverbal
behaviors could either facilitate or hinder the communication process. Thus, how a
librarian behaves nonverbally may have more importance than what the librarian says,
and one who deliberately displays nonverbal behaviors such as touching, leaning
forward, and smiling may elicit a favorable or unfavorable response in the patron.
Because the reference interview may be quite brief, reference librarians especially
should be aware of their nonverbal cues, and quickly establish efficient and effective
communication so that they might avoid misconceptions that might occur due to verbal
or nonverbal language or other cultural differences. Boucher (1976, p. 31) noted that
“ if public service librarians fail to communicate with users, then in a large sense all the
resources of the library, print, non-print, and people, have come to very little purpose.”
Knapp and Hall (1992) summarized what is known about nonverbal
communication both historically and currently. They and others (Hall, 1966; Key,
1975; Irujo, 1989; Lopez, 1993/94) have classified the theories and research on
nonverbal communication into the following five areas: (1) the communication
environment (monochronic and polychronic culture patterns); (2) the communicator’s
physical appearance; (3) proxemics (space); (4) body motion or kinesic behavior
(gestures, posture, haptics (touching), facial expressions, and oculisics (eye contact, eye
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behavior); and (5) paralanguage/para-kinesics (voice qualities and vocalizations
including pitch, tone, intonation, latency of response, pauses, and silence. The above
researchers emphasize that nonverbal communication needs to be studied as an
inseparable part of the total communication process and not as an isolated phenomenon.
Following are some examples.
Certain kinetic behavior (such as body movements, moving hands when
speaking, lowering head, moving legs, wrinkling the nose, wiggling the nose, squinting
eyes, folding arms in front of the chest) can have conflicting meanings across cultures.
One Puerto Rican woman reports that puckering her lips in the Puerto Rican culture is
typically used to indicate the location of something, such as a pencil, but was
misinterpreted in one incident by a non-Latino male companion who took the gesture as
an invitation to a kiss (Lopez, 1993/94). Facial gestures such as smiles also have
diverse meanings. Smiles by Latinos may mean “ hello”, “ please”, “ thank you”,
“you’re welcome”, “may I help you?” They may also be seen when one is
embarrassed or confronted with bad news (especially females) (Nine-Curt, 1976,
Garcia-Perez, 1991).
Eye contact (oculisics), is another area that differs across cultures. In the United
States it is a sign of respect and attentiveness to look someone in the eyes. That is not
so in all cultures. When Latino children are being reprimanded, they are generally
taught to lower their eyes. Anglo children are usually taught to maintain eye contact.
Prolonged direct eye contact among Latinos is usually interpreted as being disrespectful
and may be reserved for intimacy. When Latinos are in an interview situation with a
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direct eye contact group, such as Anglos, at the reference desk, the Latinos’ brief
glances or lack of eye contact may be interpreted as insecurity, untrustworthiness or
disrespectfulness. Eye contact can also signify, “Excuse me, may I talk to you, show
you this, etc.?” without the verbal equivalent. It can replace the verbal clues of being
polite. By establishing eye contact, an individual may interrupt others who are talking
and politely interject or request something. This may be seen as rude by those who
interrupt with a verbal “ Excuse me” when there is an appropriate pause in the
conversation. (Lopez, 1993/94). However, when working with Latino patrons, plenty of
eye contact often helps, since Latinos so often feel invisible to the larger community
around them (Hoffert, 1992).
Personal space (proxemics) is also culture specific. “Invasion” of one’s
personal space elicits responses ranging from discomfort to anger. Unawareness of
cultural differences in personal space can seriously hamper communication between
individuals (Larason, 1984). The distance at which an Anglo feels comfortable differs
from what is preferred by most Latin Americans (Nine-Curt, 1976). Generally, what is
personal space for a Latino is intimate space for an Anglo. In face-to-face conversation,
to be at arm’s length from the person being spoken to tends to be comfortable for the
mainstream society, and elbow’s length may be representative of the comfort distance
for the Latino. Anglos will attempt to back away if their space is invaded, whereas the
Latino will try to maintain the space. The result is that Anglos may see Latinos as being
too close, too pushy, or too sexy, while Latinos may see Anglos as being aloof, cold, or
uninterested.
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Latinos not only interact at a closer distance than Anglos do, they also touch
each other more. For Latinos, touch (haptics) is a natural part of all interactions, except
those between two people of the opposite sex who are not related (Irujo, 1989). In
patterns of interruption, Latinos use proximity, eye contact and touch as the verbal
equivalent of “Excuse me.” This can be interpreted as being “pushy” and impolite by
the mainstream population. Nonverbal communication conveyed by touch, distance,
forward lean, eye contact, body orientation and facial expression, especially a smile, are
important communicators. These may be interpreted as signs of intimacy, warmth, or
personal interest and they may indicate a positive attitude. Preference for angle of
approach should also be considered. Hall observed that in general it is best not to
approach a person from behind; females prefer a stranger to approach from the front,
while males prefer to be approached from the side. For extended interviews, the patron
and librarian should sit catty-comer or adjacent to each other rather than face to face,
since such an encounter is often considered adversarial in some cultures.
Some cultures are oriented toward managing one thing, one situation, and one
person at a time (monochronatic behavior) whereas handling many things, many
situations, and many people at a time (polychronic behavior) appears to be the mode
more comfortable for other groups. Hall’s (1966) research on this shows that
monochronics view the polychronics as chaotic, confusing and disrespectful, while the
polychronics interpret monochromatic behaviors as indifferent, cold and disinterested.
Anglos tend to fall into the monochromatic group, whereas Latinos tend to display
polychronic behaviors. This contrast in Anglo and Latino cultures is evident in the
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apparent ability of Latinos to talk at the same time and to expect people to be able to do
many things at the same time. Nine-Curt (1976) reports that store clerks in Puerto Rico
routinely wait on several customers at the same time, and if Anglos patiently wait their
turn to get the clerk’s undivided attention, they will never get waited on. This has direct
implications for library service to Latinos. With a busy reference desk it is difficult to
know who might have a “ quick” question and who might have a more involved
question until the reference encounter begins. It is therefore understandable that a
Latino with a quick question may just interrupt to ask the question, assuming the
librarian can keep both queries separate. The Anglo will usually maintain his or her
position in line and wait. The Latino may congregate, not necessarily in the line, and
wait for eye contact to determine his or her turn to ask for assistance. The Latino may
not understand why the Anglo cannot handle more than one person at a time, and the
Anglo may be upset at the Latino for not waiting in line. As a result, much frustration
and miscommunication may occur. If a Latino is accustomed to people being able to
operate in this manner, it seems appropriate behavior but Anglos may consider it rude.
Wolfgang (1976) also refers to the use of paralanguage as a type of nonverbal
communication. These are the extra verbal elements that are associated with speech
such as loudness, tone, pauses and hesitations. This paralanguage may have different
uses and meanings in various cultures. Realizing these cultural differences can improve
communication. This awareness will also instill within library staff an attitude to accept
their own biases as well as learn to recognize the differences of students from other
cultures and develop a positive attitude towards these boundaries. This study will
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investigate ways in which Latino students and librarians interact both verbally and
nonverbally and it will generate suggestions for librarians of ways to facilitate success
for Latinos in the library and in using computers.

Latinos and Technology
Students in school today will spend most of their lives in the 21st century. Skills
in the future, according to educational specialists, will include the ability to use,
embrace, and master computer-mediated communication technologies and online
services (Smith, 1992). All graduates must be able to recognize when they need
information, what kind of information they need, and where to look for it to complete a
task successfully. They must also be able to do this effectively regardless of the
information’s format, source, or location. Thus, uncovering issues involved in
motivating people to use and master online service systems becomes increasingly
important. Students might be held back by unfamiliarity with library automation.
Documenting the attitudes by Latinos as they approach the computer environment is a
step in understanding online service usage.
The Tomas Rivera Policy Institute (1997) conducted extensive in-person
interviews at K-12 public schools, as well as surveys, in Southern California and
discovered that many factors impact students’ access to technology beyond the number
of computers present in the classroom. The aspects of technology development brought
to light in the report include professional development; administrative and staff support;
and environmental factors (schools in disrepair, lacking the infrastructure to support an
enhanced technology environment and security). Schools surveyed indicated gaps in
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technology access between schools with a majority-Hispanic population and schools
which were primarily non-Hispanic, with Hispanic districts receiving significantly less
assistance in supporting technology development in the schools.
The U.S. Bureau of the Census (October 1993) also reveals that Hispanic
children enrolled in school use computers at a rate lower than their White counterparts
(52.7 versus 62.7 percent). In what follows, I will describe the importance of providing
specific computer instruction to Latinos and the impact it can make on their academic
and success and their lifelong careers.

Need for Special Instruction
The need for special instruction in how to use the computer to improve the
writing process is a concern that has been voiced by many (e.g. for non-native writers,
by Berens, 1986; Blanton, 1987; Phinney, 1989; Poulsen, 1991). Although there is an
abundant source of material for using computers to improve the writing process of
students, little is available that addresses the concern of non-native students learning to
navigate the online databases through the library. Nevertheless, some of the findings
from studies of nonnative students using computers for writing may apply to those using
computers in general. Daiute (1986) found that students who are secure linguistically
and academically have little trouble mastering word processing commands and so can
benefit more fully from the capabilities of the electronic medium, especially in the short
term. Students who are insecure about their language, their academic abilities, or their
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writing skill may take less advantage of the potential of the computer medium than will
risk takers or those who are confident in their linguistic, academic, and writing skills.

Importance of Technology Instruction for Minorities
One of the effects of technology and the increasing workplace skill requirements
embodied in technology is that 50 percent of all new jobs will require education beyond
high school and 30 percent will require a college degree (Toffler, 1990; Walshok,
1995). The data on the educational attainment of the poor and minorities provide little
about which to be optimistic: they are characterized by high illiteracy, high dropout
rates, and increasing teen pregnancy. Nieto (1998) has done extensive research on the
education of Puerto Rican students in the United States. She presents other reasons for
the lack of success of these students, including: the low expectation of schools, the poor
preparation of teachers and the limited resources available to them. According to Resta
(1992), when minority students enter college with less technology experience, the
impact on success in college is almost immediate. He pointed out that minority
students, who generally enter college with less background and experience with
computers, do not have equal access to tools (personal computers) which help majority
students achieve academically. These students may remain “ informationdisadvantaged” throughout their college tenure. Further, differing levels of technology
experience have measurable effects on student ability to complete assigned work
efficiently and on time. Badagliacco (1990) also concluded that ethnic background was
associated with lower levels of access and achievement in the use of computer
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technologies in the schools. He further revealed that beyond inhibiting students’
academic success, a lack of experience with technology could close off career
development opportunities, thus restricting these students’ chance of long-term
academic success. Neuman (1991) identified access as the primary reason, among other
social and economic factors, why minority students leave the secondary school with less
technology experience than non-minority students. Census data, research statistics, and
case studies all point to lower level outcomes in the use of technology for Hispanics and
African American students than for Anglo students (Rothenberg, 1995; Wallace &
Graves, 1995; Walshok, 1995). When data are controlled for ethnicity, however, the
impact of access has been revealed as a socioeconomic phenomena, not an ethnic
propensity (McAdoo, 1994).
The fact that there are simply higher percentages of African American and
Latino poor results in equity and outcome issues often being inappropriately associated
with ethnicity alone. The educational challenge centers on providing appropriate
opportunities for all people to attain all the experience and skills necessary to prosper in
the future, including the ability to participate in the use of online services. These
opportunities depend on access to the technologies. Academic libraries are now
providing the equipment that allows access, yet we cannot assume that Latinos take
advantage of this equipment just because it exists. What are the physical and
psychological difficulties in adjusting to computers? What information will Latinos
need to possess in order to attempt the use of this equipment? What information do
librarians need to possess in order to effectively help the Latinos use this equipment?
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The more that is understood about interest and experiences in online services, the more
likely librarians and educators will be able to facilitate appropriate learning experiences
to equip people with online services skills necessary to prosper in the future.

Summary
The literature review makes it apparent that there tend to be differences between
Latinos and the mainstream population in terms of computer abilities, learning styles
and library experiences. The literature reveals major differences in cultural, linguistic,
behavioral and learning patterns between Anglos and Latinos. It describes barriers to
achieving successful library research skills that might be present for minorities, such as
deference to authority figures; cultural perceptions of gender; learning styles and rates;
differences in the role of libraries in the education process; cultural concepts of research
and independent thinking; language proficiencies; educational disadvantages; and
physical barriers and lack of appropriate technology.

The literature reviewed

suggestions of ways to make learning more conducive for Latinos, such as using
cooperative learning and active learning techniques; allowing time for response and
practice; and matching nonverbal and verbal communication patterns, as much as
possible, of both parties. What the literature does not include are effective ways that the
librarian might communicate with, work with and introduce computer applications to
Latinos. The research for this study attempts to fill some of the gaps in the literature.
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CHAPTER 3
DESIGN OF THE STUDY
This chapter will describe the overall approach to the inquiry, the observation and
participation process, the interviewing process, initial site and participant selection, data
gathering, data analysis and ethical considerations.
General Research Questions
Following are the research questions that guided the study.
1. How do Latinos use the university library and its resources? Subquestions included
information about interactions with library staff, experiences asking questions of
library staff, perceived need and impact of using the library, and suggestions for
improved assistance and service. Data used to answer this question include surveys
i

administered to Latino students and interviews.
2. What facilitates computer usage among Latino students? Subquestions included: are
there advantages of being in a group of students all possessing a similar culture and
language?, does language play a role in achievement in the computerized
classroom?, what are the dynamics that language plays if students are bilingual or
fluent in Spanish?, are there classroom structures and pedagogical strategies that
best suit the learning styles of Latinos? Interviews from students observed in the
three courses and journal entries from students enrolled in Essentials of Library
Research were used to answer this question.
3.

What should academic librarians understand when working with Latinos, especially
at the computer? Some of the subquestions included; what role does nonverbal
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communication play in the process of transferring information?, are there fears,
misconceptions, or obstacles that Latinos have that may influence how they learn to
use electronic information or the library? Data used to answer this question mainly
came from interviews.
Overview of the Study
The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences of Latino students in
one university and academic library as they participated in a number of activities to
learn effective information retrieval skills. The study focused on the needs of Latinos at
the university to learn of their experiences negotiating the technological environment
now predominant in most academic libraries and to document strategies that appear to
facilitate success among Latinos as they learn these applications. Although primarily
qualitative, a quantitative survey was also used.
In Massachusetts, the setting for this study. Latinos account for 5.6 per cent of the
total population, and in nine cities, Latinos make up at least 10% of the population.
Puerto Ricans comprise the largest group of Latinos in Massachusetts. The 1990 census
material, still the most recent and reliable data at the time that this was written, revealed
that Massachusetts was the state that had the fourth largest number of Puerto Ricans in
the United States, accounting for 53% of all Latinos in Massachusetts (U.S. Bureau of
the Census, 1992). Estimates suggest that from 1990 to 1995, the Hispanic population in
Massachusetts grew by almost 20% from 287,561 to 344,068 (Massachusetts Institute
for Social and Economic Research, 1995).
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The population of students at the university for Spring 1998 was 22,431. Of those.
Latino students accounted for 9% of the total enrolling population (Office of
Institutional Research, 1998). Minority faculty in tenure positions account for only
13.2% of the total number of faculty (Massachusetts Institute for Social and Economic
Research (Miser), 1998). Figures for the percentage of Hispanic faculty members was
not available, but the presence of Latino faculty, administrators, staff or librarians who
can act as mentors and role models is very limited. Furthermore, the knowledge that
non-Latino staff, faculty, administrators and librarians may have of Latinos is probably
also limited.
This study was based on the assumption that academic libraries are not doing
enough to encourage Latino students to effectively use the resources of the library,
especially the electronic resources. For example, as we have seen, research has
documented that Latinos, in general, differ from Anglos in their learning preferences.
Implications of these differences have an impact on how academic librarians provide
and explain information. For example, Herbert Grossman has done considerable work
to help educators recognize and reduce ethnic, socioeconomic, gender, contextual, and
communicative disparities and inequalities in school. He noted, based on his extensive
interviews and observations with Latinos: “ Hispanic students may not be able to
demonstrate what they have learned or what they can do on tests which: are not in their
native language; are timed; contain items to which they have not been exposed; are too
thing rather than people oriented; do not allow for feedback from the assessor”
(Grossman, 1995: 205). My assumptions were that these characteristics are also present
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in a computer instruction session in that the information provided will probably not be
in the Latinos’ native language; there is a set time element for accomplishing each task;
there are many new items to which they have not been exposed; the session is usually
goal oriented and there is little opportunity for feedback from the facilitator. Similar
comments about workshops in the area of computerized training have been given by
Anglos. Yet, in my experiences working with Latinos, the difficulties encountered with
the typical set-up and presentations of these workshops were greater for Latinos than for
non-Latinos.
Because of past readings and observations, I was aware that Latinos might spend
more time socializing and might deter from the topic at hand. I was also aware that they
might not want to proceed to the next task until they had completely mastered the first
and that they might work better in pairs. In classroom observations and interviews I
concentrated closely on the social aspects of the class and the impact that dialogue
might have on adjustment to using computers. To learn of other possibilities in teaching
that might be more effective was exciting, yet it was very difficult to break away from
the way that I had been conditioned to teach and live. What difficulties will other
librarians be experiencing who are not knowledgeable about different learning styles,
teaching techniques, cultures and technology?
While conducting interviews of a classroom of Latinos learning the Internet and
doing a pilot study of two Latinas’ experiences using an academic library (Mestre
1996), basic themes emerged around language issues and differences between graduate
and undergraduate students in their abilities using technology. I also documented
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cultural differences and interactions that occur when Latinos are in a homogeneous
setting of all Latinos, as compared to a setting with various cultural groups. Within the
theme of language issues, there were identifiable sub themes, such as the impact that
origin of birth has on language use (whether or not the Latinos were bom and raised in
the continental United States), the importance of nonverbal communication, and the
needs of second language learners. These issues have relevance in both the computer
classroom and in classrooms in general. In this study I explored these characteristics
more fully.
Overall Approach of the Inquiry
This study analyzed the responses of undergraduate and graduate Latino students
to using technology at one academic library. Several methods were employed in order
to gather a wide spectrum of responses. The primary research was based on three
semester courses where I was the participant/observer. Within these classes, I
conducted both interviews and surveys with various students of the classes. Classes
were observed for a period of one semester each with pre- and post-surveys
administered to the classes to assess their knowledge of computer applications. Surveys
were also distributed throughout the campus targeted to other Latinos. I will describe
each of these methods in detail.
This study used both qualitative and quantitative methods. The qualitative
methods began with a pilot study of phenomenological in-depth interviews of two
Latina graduate women. The pilot study will be described further under the section
called Data Gathering. It was followed by case studies of classrooms, participant

52

observation, field notes, e-mail journal logs of the students, interviews and group
dialogues. The quantitative methods used were surveys administered to the classes
being studied and to a wider range of students on campus. The surveys allowed me to
determine which questions would be useful to explore more fully in interviews and to
get a wider range of responses than those that I received through the interviews. They
also allowed me to compare responses not only between Latinos and non-Latinos, but
also between Latinos bom and raised in the United States and those bom elsewhere.
The qualitative methods allowed me to delve more deeply into what it was like to learn
computer applications and to use academic libraries. By spending extended periods of
time with the students, I was able to develop a rapport and personal relationship with
them that provided me with “ insider” privileges and insights that would have been
missed by doing purely quantitative methods.
Classroom Study Design and Method
The primary approach for this research was using three semester-long qualitative
studies of classes at a large, public research university in Massachusetts where I was
either the teacher/observer or the participant/observer. Data from these classes were
gathered using pre- and post-surveys, field notes from observing and participating in the
classes throughout the semester, e-mail correspondence with the students and through
interviews conducted with some of the students. Interviews were transcribed and
follow-up interviews scheduled as needed.
The classroom studies were suitable because I was examining a number of
interrelated factors, e.g. the dynamics of language in the classroom, the impact of
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students’ learning styles on their experience, the interaction between students
possessing different levels of computer ability, the behavior towards the teacher and
classmates, etc. Although these were classroom studies, some of the aspects of case
studies helped guide my research. Jorgensen (1989) states that “Case studies stress the
holistic examination of a phenomenon, and they seek to avoid the separation of
components from the larger context to which these matters may be related” (1989,
p. 19). Some of the purposes of case study research stated by Guba and Lincoln (1981)
are to chronicle events, depict or characterize a situation, and to try out a new process.
These were all pertinent to this study
The first classroom study was a two-credit course I designed for undergraduate
Latino students to learn how to use library databases, electronic mail, word processing
and the Internet. The second classroom study was a follow-up study of a similar class
but applying information analyzed from the first study, in order to evaluate the
usefulness of what I learned from the first class. The third classroom study was
observation and participation in a three-credit course offered to Latino students by a
Latino professor. The class was an introductory course on “Internet for Latino
Studies”.
My role in this study was that of a participant-observer or teacher-observer. I
was able to assist the class in their use of technology and in my role as facilitator, I was
able to develop a rapport and level of confidence that might not have been present if I
were merely to sit in the back of the room and observe or if I were to simply interview
the students. Atkinson and Hammersley (1992) discuss how participant observation
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helps equalize the field, so that the rhetoric is more egalitarian: “observer and observed
are inhabitants of a shared social and cultural field, their respective cultures are different
but equal, and capable of mutual recognition by virtue of a shared humanity” (p.256).
In these classrooms I observed students at the computers and documented how
they responded to instructions, how they negotiated meaning, and how they
accomplished the desired tasks using the computer as a resource. Through these
observations and interviews I gathered suggestions on how instruction might more
effectively be given to Latinos. The information should be useful for librarians or
others who provide technology instruction to heterogeneous groups so that they might
alter how they typically present material in order to create optimum learning
environments.

Classroom Study One
The first classroom study occurred during the 1997 fall semester. I was the
instructor of Essentials of Library Research, a two-credit course open primarily to
freshman and sophomore students from an academic support program for Latino
students on campus. The majority of the students were bilingual in Spanish and
English. The class met once a week for one and one half-hours in the library’s
computerized classroom. Although cooperative learning techniques were used and
students were at times working in pairs sharing computers, the 13 students each had
their own computer terminals to work from which provided optimum individual
computer time. The class has been offered since the fall of 1996 and beginning students
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are instructed in using electronic mail, word processing, and the library’s electronic
resources. They are also given an introductory look at resources on the Internet.
Because I was the instructor of this class, sessions were tape recorded at times so
that I could review them later. A pre- and post-survey was administered to the class to
assess their ability level using libraries and technology (see Appendix C). I also
conducted individual interviews with various students towards the end of the semester.

Classroom Study Two
During the spring semester of 1998, a new section of the above class, with was
offered to 12 different students. I chose to do another classroom study so that I could
apply the strategies, suggestions and techniques learned from the first classroom study.
In doing so, I could determine if the success, achievement and comfort level of the
students were enhanced by making those changes. I again used interviews, pre- and
post-surveys, as well as e-mail correspondence with the students to help determine if
changes being made were beneficial to them. I also evaluated their end of the year
projects and compared them with results and responses given from students of the
previous semester. The results indicated that there was considerable improvement the
second semester. Because I wanted to learn how an Anglo librarian could facilitate
learning for Latino students, this second classroom study was crucial for generating
suggestions.
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Classroom Study Three
During the fall semester of 1996,1 observed and participated in a three-credit
introductory course entitled “ Internet for Latino Studies.” It was offered by a Latino
professor and open to undergraduate and graduate students who had a facility speaking
Spanish. It met once a week for approximately 2 XA hours. For most of the class I sat in
the back and observed how a Latino instructor teaches a class of Latino students how to
use the Internet. At times I was called upon to assist with various applications and I also
gave one session on finding information related to education on the Internet. This class
was instrumental in my studies in that it opened up inquiries for me of what part
classroom dynamics and language play in constructing meaning and also of the
importance that making something culturally relevant can have for students. Data
gathered from observing this class was the basis for many of the questions that I asked
later in interviews. In the spring semester of 1998,1 also observed a couple of sessions
of this course and interviewed several students from the class.

Initial Selection Procedures and Access Negotiation
The classes for this research (two separate semesters of Essentials of Library
Research and the Internet for Latino Studies class) were chosen purposely because one
of the criteria for enrolling in the class is that the students be Latino, bilingual
Spanish/English or Spanish speakers. The Essentials of Library Research class was
created by me specifically to assist undergraduate Latino students in their use of library
and technology resources. As instructor, I was able to be directly involved with these
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students as a participant and an observer, and I was able to explore how they learned
other computer applications in the library environment. In addition to learning about
the Internet and E-mail, students also learned how to do basic word processing, and how
to navigate and search for materials via the various electronic resources available
through the library, including bibliographic and full-text databases.
I used overt strategies in the access process, since “the most ideal situation is
one in which authorities and other people in the setting welcome the researcher”
(Jorgensen, 1989, p. 56). By overt strategies I am referring to informing the participants
of the research, intended uses of the final project, goals for the class, and their rights
during the process. In all classes students were asked to sign consent forms after being
informed of the project (see Appendix A). From the first day I assisted as a participant
observer and as the instructor in the Essentials of Library Research class and as a
participant observer in the Internet for Latino Studies course. The instructor in the latter
course and I had previously given workshops together. I gained access to his course
through his permission.
Data Gathering
This section will describe the various methods used to gather data during this
study. It will describe a pilot study that was conducted, the tools used to document
occurrences in the classroom studies, interviews and the survey instruments.
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Pilot Study: In-Depth Phenomenological Interviews With Latinas
As a pilot study, I conducted two sets of in-depth phenomenological interviews to
learn what it was like for Latinos to use the library. The pilot study allowed me to test
out questions that I might use for future research and to discover themes that I would
want to further explore in my study. The participants chosen were both Latinas and the
interviews consisted of three 90 minute sessions that were tape recorded and occurred
over a three week time span. Each participant met privately with me. Both participants
were female Latina graduate students, with previous teaching experience. Sofia
(pseudonym) is from Puerto Rico and Yolanda (pseudonym) is from New York. They
are from different socio-economic backgrounds but were both raised in a strong Puerto
Rican culture.
These two graduate students were interviewed three times using the
phenomenological in-depth interviewing techniques (Seidman, 1991) to learn of the
meaning that the participants make of their experiences with technology. Interviews
were prearranged, occurred in private, and were tape-recorded for later transcription.
Interviews followed the three step interview process, each consisting of approximately
90 minutes. The first of these interviews explored the background of the participants
and experiences in using libraries and computers prior to coming to the University. It
also explored the participant’s family background, childhood and educational
experiences, as well as experiences that may have influenced their ideas and attitudes
related to libraries and computers. Participants were encouraged to discuss people or
situations that contributed (either negatively or positively) to their current perspectives
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and attitudes of library or computer use. The second interview focused on what it is like
for them at the University, describing in detail the events, people and daily routine. The
third interview was concerned with reflections on what their experiences mean in terms
of their educational attainment. Participants were asked to reconstruct, interpret and
clarify comments from previous interviews.
In the past when I used the in-depth phenomenological interviewing method, I
was able to build a level of trust, as well as uncover details, impressions and
information that are quite difficult to obtain by doing only one interview. The task is to
use open-ended questions as Seidman states (1991, p.9), to “build upon and explore
participants’ responses to those questions, so that the participant reconstructs his or her
experience within the topic under study.” Although I like having some control over the
flow of the interview, I allowed the interviewees to offer the information that they felt
was meaningful to them. Since I wanted to learn from them, I believed it was
imperative to allow them the ability to express what was important to them. Follow-up
interviews were held a week apart to allow time for reflection on the parts of the
interviewer and interviewee. These interviews provided a chance for clarification of
topics or even branching off to another area not covered.
Interview guides were developed for different categories based upon the research
questions. Areas covered included program description, perception of students’ needs,
and perception of the role of the library. Interviews followed the questions quite
generally, in some cases leading to broad-ranging discussions of related topics. Probing
questions were used to elicit specific responses where these were not forthcoming, and
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follow-up questions were used to verify information received from other respondents
and to direct the discussion to specific lines of inquiry. Related written material and
data were requested when available or relevant. The pilot study is presented in chapter
four.

Classroom Studies
Data for the classroom studies were gathered through several methods: field
notes, e-mail journal logs, interviews, informal conversations, group dialogues and
surveys. These will be described below
Field Notes. During class, I kept field notes of conversations, student interactions,
nonverbal communication, main topics covered and students’ responses. Times were
noted every few minutes to document changes in patterns or occurrences in the class. I
also wrote down my impressions, thoughts and feelings on what I was experiencing.
Patton (1980) asserts that “reflection and introspection are important parts of field
research. The impressions and feelings of the observer become part of the data to be
used in attempting to understand a program for its effects” (pp. 125-126). Field note
pages were numbered. During the times when I was participating or teaching,
reflections would be noted after the class.
E-Mail Journal Logs. Also collected were e-mail messages from students in the
courses I taught. Students were asked to send me an e-mail response after each class
session as a log of what we did in class, what new items they learned, any questions or
difficulties they had and also any suggestions for improvements to how something was
presented during class. I then responded to each message and many times these
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exchanges developed into e-mail dialogues, providing me with valuable information and
a chance to develop a closer rapport with the students.
Interviews. In order to get a more complete picture of what it is like for Latinos to
negotiate the technological environment, I conducted interviews of fourteen people.
The interviews were prearranged and held in privacy in the new computer lab on the
main floor of the library, in my study carrel at the library or at my home.
Patton (1990) describes six types of interviewing questions that can be asked of
people: experience/behavior questions, opinion/values questions, feeling questions,
knowledge questions, sensory questions, and background/demographic questions.
When I wrote my preliminary questions, I drew from each of these categories, although
many questions and prompts emerged as was appropriate to each individual interview.
Interviews were tape recorded and later transcribed.
Twelve interviews were conducted, nine with undergraduate Latinos, one with
an undergraduate Anglo student, one with a graduate Latina and one with the Latino
professor who conducts a course entitled “Internet for Latino Studies”. Although I had
originally not expected to interview Anglo students, I selected this Anglo student
because she had taught undergraduate Mexican Americans from Texas and I was
interested in hearing her experiences, especially since most of the students in this study
were from Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic. All participants were given
pseudonyms. Undergraduates were interviewed only once, typically for 90 minutes.
The majority of these students were from classes being observed. In addition, some
other students were chosen who indicated their willingness to be interviewed on the
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survey that was distributed. These interviews were condensed versions of the three-step
in-depth interviews, due to the students’ time constraints. Most of the undergraduate
students were enrolled in a course entitled “ Internet for Latino Studies” which was
offered by a Latino professor at the university.
I divided questions into three areas: childhood experiences in general and
specifically with libraries and computers; university experiences, in general, and with
libraries and computers; and suggestions for improvements in the library and with
instruction methods. During the first part of the interview, I attempted to set a
background for the participants’ use of libraries and computers and to learn of possible
factors that might have contributed to or hindered their exposure to libraries and
computers. In the second part of the interview, I explored what the participants were
currently experiencing at the university regarding the use of computers and libraries.
During this segment, I elicited specific examples of how they learned computer
applications. The purpose of the last part of the interview was to pull out their
conclusions of what would facilitate learning for them when working with librarians in
a computerized environment and what they believed librarians need to know when
working with Latinos. (See Appendix F for interview questions.)
These interviews allowed me to learn more about students’ perceptions, attitudes
and success towards using computers in an environment of Latinos conducted by a
Latino instructor, as well as in other environments. Although the interviews were
completed in one session, the students were very receptive to follow-up questions.
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Informal Conversations. An additional form of data gathering occurred when I
was scheduled to work on the reference desk in the library. Often I see graduate
students I know from classes we had together and am also frequently called on to assist
Latino users or those who speak Spanish. I am privileged to be able to enter into
conversations with these students about difficulties at the library or using the computers.
Through these conversations, I was often able to obtain unsolicited impressions of the
library and the use of computers. Although these were impromptu conversations, I was
able to ask specific questions to clarify what they believed was occurring in the library
and I was frequently able to uncover insights and impressions of the participants. After
the conversations, I recorded what I could recall as field notes and were transcribed into
narrative records. Interview data and printed material were organized for analysis using
a structure of field notes and contact or document summaries (Miles & Huberman,
1984).
Group Dialogues. Another method that I used was the group dialogue, similar to
the focus group interview, which promotes brainstorming and self disclosure among
participants, especially those who resemble each other in culture (Krueger, 1988). Two
group dialogues of all members of the class were conducted during each semester. I
conducted the first group dialogue at the midterm point so that I could assess how the
class was doing and how I could improve my teaching strategies. The second dialogue
occurred at the end of the semester, directly after the written evaluations, as a “ rap-up”
to the class. Before the group dialogue, students had e-mailed their evaluations to me,
thus giving them time to reflect individually on some of the aspects of the course. The
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group dialogues, then, were a way to expand upon those thoughts and to hear other’s
views on suggestions or improvements.
During the first classroom study I audiotaped the class after all the students
consented to being taped. I also took notes while they were speaking of critical points
mentioned. During the second classroom study I did not tape the students because there
were a couple of students who did not want to be taped. Since I felt their input was
critical, I only took notes and then e-mailed them specific follow-up questions to which
they responded individually.
Students seemed to appreciate the opportunity to express their opinions on
various aspects of the class. Furthermore, when one student commented on a point,
there were often several others who added to the comment. This type of dialog was
instrumental in changes that I made throughout the class. I was also able to observe
interactions and gather data which represented knowledge constructed and expressed
socially through dialogue, which built on the data collected through one-on-one
interviews or from class observations.

Surveys
There were three surveys administered during this study. Two surveys were preand post-survey questionnaires administered to the two classroom studies of Essentials
of Library Research. Those surveys will be described below. Another more general
survey was administered to students who were not in the Essentials of Library Research
class. This typed two-page survey contained approximately 38 questions (including
four open ended questions) and was administered to 6 classes at the University
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(predominantly Latino graduate and undergraduate students) to obtain a wider sampling
of the Latino community on campus (See Appendix B).
The goal of the surveys was to learn of Latinos’ library usage (graduate and
undergraduates), and their perceptions and attitudes toward using the library and
electronic resources. Categories included background questions about ethnicity and
languages spoken; level of education; frequency of use of the library; attitudes about
using the library, including helpfulness of librarians and asking for assistance; attitudes
toward using computers and intention to use online services; issues revolving around
finding information electronically, perceived importance of libraries, and suggestions
and comments. Prior to its dissemination to the classes, a sample questionnaire was
administered to a group of Latinos (some graduate, some undergraduate students and
two faculty members). The group was asked to critique both the questions and the
design of the survey and to make suggestions for improvement and/or clarity. They
were asked to fill out the survey and estimate the time necessary for completion.
A cover letter accompanied the questionnaire including a brief synopsis of the
purpose of the survey and study. The letter encouraged respondents to offer comments,
opinions and other candid remarks about the library because anonymity would be
assured. On an additional sheet there was a section they could fill out and return if they
wanted to volunteer for an interview. Students completed the surveys in class and were
free to write comments.
This survey was used to identify major points of interest to the Latino
community that were later followed up through interviews. I made comparisons
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between surveys conducted with the Anglo students and those from Latinos to help
establish similarities or differences in attitudes, needs, perceptions, computer usage and
suggested improvements at the library.
Classes chosen were those with high concentrations of Latino students, such as
classes from the Bilingual Collegiate Program, the Spanish/Portuguese Department, and
others identified by the Latin American Studies Program and faculty within various
departments. The same survey also yielded a large percentage of non-Latino students,
whom I used for comparison purposes. These surveys were administered by either the
professor or a teaching assistant in class and returned to me. One hundred thirty-seven
surveys were returned, but six were unusable because the second side was not filled out.
Pre- and Post-Questionnaires Administered to the Classes. During the first and
last days of the Essentials of Library Research classes, I administered questionnaires to
the students to assess attitudes towards and knowledge about the library and the use of
computers. Included in the pre-questionnaire were questions about the students’
ethnicity, educational level, language ability, experience using computers, and
knowledge of library related terms and finding aids. The pre-questionnaire allowed me
to assess which students would be at the beginning level and which were more
advanced. This allowed me to structure the class accordingly and also to use the
knowledge of several more advanced students to assist in the class. I compared the
responses to these pre-questionnaires to responses from a post-questionnaire at the end
of the semester and analyzed them to see if there had been changes in attitudes and
perceptions regarding library and computer use, and for increase in the knowledge of
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library and computer resources. The post-questionnaire also asked for their tips for
success. More in-depth responses were derived from interviews, e-mail journal logs and
the group dialogues. (See Appendix F for questionnaires.)

Table Logging: Data Gathering Chart
A number of procedures allowed me to manage the data during this study. Record
maintenance was handled by setting up, in a log, the date, type of data gathered and
comments, (see below for a sample). Additionally, field notes, formal interviews and
informal conversations were documented and entered into the computer allowing for
large margins for coding, themes, further speculations, and additional insights.
Table 1. Sample Log
9/27/96

Field Notes:
Observations/Participation
Field Notes: Observation

Pages 1-6

2 1/2 hours

Pages 7-15

2 hours

10/4/96

Field notes: Conversation with
Maria

Pages 16-17

30 minutes

10/11/96

Field Notes: Observation/
Participation

Pages 18-26

2 hours

10/13/96

Field Notes: Conversation with
Marisol

Pages 27-29

30 minutes

10/15/96

Transcript: Interview with
Yolanda

10/25/96

Field Notes: Observation

Pages 30-40

1 1/2 hours

11/15/96

Field Notes: Participation/Led

Pages 41-43

2 1/2 hours

11/15/96

Class
Transcript: Interview with
Ernesto (Instructor)

10/4/96

1 1/2 hours

1 1/2 hours

11/20/96

Transcript: Interview with
Marisol

1 hour

12/5/96

Transcript: Follow-up
interview with Yolanda

1 hour
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Data Analysis
The approach to data analysis (excluding the surveys) consisted of inductive
analysis. “Inductive analysis means that the patterns, themes, and categories of analysis
come from the data; they emerge out of the data rather than being imposed on them
prior to data collection and analysis” (Patton, 1980, p. 306). During the study, I
reviewed my field notes and transcripts frequently to identify themes. I noted
impressions and speculations in the margins of the notes. Coding was used to represent
themes and categories. Below are some of the most prevalent codes I used to identify
common themes. I then entered these themes into separate computer files and added to
them as I transcribed the interviews and other data.

CUL (Cultural Issues). This code was used when students either exhibited something
that might be Latino in culture (which could also be noted as nonverbal
communication) or when examples in the class pertained to cultural issues. It
was here that I noticed that when something culturally relevant to the Latinos was
discussed or used as an example, the class was more involved and energized. It
was also during these cultural examples that the classroom structure tended to
shift, which falls into the classroom dynamics code described next.
DYN (Issues in Classroom Dynamics). This code was used when there was a shift from
teacher led to student led conversation, or from graduate to undergraduate
dominance. It also was used to indicate that there was something occurring that
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was not in the norm of what I, as an Anglo instructor, was used to. This required
further investigation during interviews.
ES (Code Switching from English to Spanish). Every time someone switched from
English to Spanish I indicated an ES in the field notes. I wanted to analyze at
what points in the conversation or instruction someone felt the need to switch
languages. I then further looked to see if the following conversation continued in
that language or if it switched back. Here I began noticing the distinctions
between undergraduates and graduates in their code switching.
LST (Learning Styles). I observed the manner that students were listening, speaking or
working on the computer. I used this code to indicate incidences such as those
who chose to work in pairs, those who listened completely, those who took notes,
those who conversed as they were working or listening, those who preferred
going only one step at a time, those who used notes as they were working, etc.
NVC (Nonverbal Communication). My goal with using this code was to document
nonverbal behavior with the hope that I would find consistent nonverbal cues that
would allow an instructor to see if a student was having difficulty with
instructions, either during the verbal exchange or during the execution of the task.
SE (Code Switching from Spanish to English). Every time someone switched from
Spanish to English I indicated an SE in the field notes.
SUGG (Suggestions). These suggestions could either have been generated by the
students or the instructor.
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TECH (Technology Issues). This code was used when students either voiced concern
over various difficulties in using the computer applications or when I noticed the
steps students took when doing a task on the computer. Many times as the
instructor was speaking a student would be attempting the task and I was able to
observe how the student proceeded with the task.
Organization of Themes
Frequency counts for themes identified (from the survey, interviews, field notes,
etc.) were tabulated and as common themes emerged a file was created with the theme
as the title. I searched transcripts, notes and data from surveys for occurrences of each
theme and I copied those instances into the corresponding file for further analysis,
comparison, and later editing and shaping to present each theme as a slice of the stories
relating to library and technology experiences for Latinos. For purposes of clarification,
I drew diagrams from the field notes to indicate who was sitting where in the classroom.
This was useful for documenting when students moved away from the computers or
turned their attention to the professor or worked in groups. I also looked for key
linkages in the data and “patterns of generalizations within the case at hand’' (Erikson,
1986, p.148).
Organization of the Data
The various methods used in this study (classroom studies, individual in-depth
interviews, group dialogues, informal conversations, e-mail journal logs, field notes and
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surveys) have been structured to present a story of what it is like for Latinos to learn and
use computer applications at one academic library.
For the pilot study I constructed profiles of each participant speaking in her own
words (chapter four). I included excerpts from the transcripts from the two women that
helped illustrate what it was like for them to use an academic library or to learn
computer applications. For the pilot study I chose graduate students because it was
important to interview students who had used the library for research and both of these
women had.
Chapters five and six present the findings from the data that were gathered
through the classroom studies. To support the findings, various themes that emerged
are introduced and the data that were gathered through the methods described above are
integrated together to clarify the findings. For example, one theme centered on the role
of culture in the technology classroom. Excerpts from the interviews that address the
importance of integrating Latino culture as a learning hook have been presented under
that theme. I then pulled out from other interviews, field notes, e-mail journal logs and
the survey common thoughts on that theme and wove them into that section in order to
create a scenario of the importance that culture can play in a computerized classroom. I
also looked for themes that revealed or explained difficulties or barriers that Latinos
have while using the library and computers, as well as strategies Latinos use to
successfully negotiate the library system.
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Triangulation
I tested the reliability of my findings by using several methods of gathering data.
The interviews helped corroborate what I observed in the classroom. The informal
conversations were a means of providing the opportunity to debrief with some of the
students and also to hear their perspectives on the possible viewpoints within the
classroom, as well as their interpretations and beliefs. The Latino professor of the
Internet for Latino Studies class and I also dialogued from time to time about my
hunches and insights. The survey provided a larger sampling of the campus to ascertain
if what I was observing and hearing was true of other Latino students on campus.
Additionally, by administering surveys to classes with non-Latino students, I was able
to compare if what I had found to be true among Latinos was specific to Latinos or if it
applied to students in general.
Ethical Considerations
To do as ethical a study as possible, I did overt (open) research where the
participants were aware of the research, and were willing to both participate and sign a
written consent form. They also received a letter explaining the intent of the study and
their rights if they chose to take part. It included the possibility that this research may
be used for presentations, articles and books (see Appendix A ). Pseudonyms were used
throughout the study.
Punch (1994) has addressed some issues of how field relationships can be
damaged, how the researcher might be forced to take sides, and matters of
confidentiality. Because there was the possibility that participants might be criticizing
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colleagues of mine, I was concerned that my opinion of those discussed in the
interviews might damage my opinion of them. As the interviewees informed me of
their perspectives of the class or individuals in the library I had to struggle to not
comment or take sides. Wax (1971, p. 210) wrote about feelings and personal
involvements while doing fieldwork, stating that “ all field investigations which
penetrate the rational appearances of the public front of a setting, which involve
relations of trust with individuals to obtain a truthful, empathetic, valid and reliable
understanding of the actions occurring there, will inevitably involve complicated
personal feelings between the observer and the members.” It was a challenge to present
both perspectives on paper in a sensitive way, while maintaining confidentiality.

Summary
The data gathered for this study came primarily from three classes at a research
University that were designed to teach Latinos various computer applications. Within
these courses, participants willingly assisted in the research by speaking either formally
(interviews) or informally (personal conversations, e-mail correspondence, classroom
dialogues or conversations) and by filling out questionnaires.
I then analyzed the data by codes to find recurring themes and I entered them into
computer files. I used the data to help illustrate the major findings of the study and
wove them into profiles and excerpts to answer the three predominant research
questions that consider what it is like for a Latino student to use the library or to learn
computer applications. Excerpts from the pilot study, classroom studies, interviews and
survey are presented in the next three chapters. The pilot study is presented in the voice
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of the participants in chapter four. Chapters five and six discuss the major findings
from subsequent research.
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CHAPTER 4
PILOT STUDY: LATINA LIBRARY USERS

To help determine which issues to investigate for this doctoral research, I
conducted a pilot study in the spring of 1996. For this study I was interested in the
responses that graduate Latinos would have about using libraries. I chose graduate
students because I assumed they would have used the library for research purposes and
would be able to provide more in-depth information than would undergraduates. Two
Latina graduate students were chosen (rather than males) simply because they
consented to being interviewed when asked. These two students consented to be
interviewed for three ninety-minute in-depth interviews. The interviews were
conducted separately, in private, over a three-week time period, one interview each
week. Interviews were immediately transcribed and coded. At the next interview,
follow-up questions were asked and points were clarified prior to beginning the second
interview. The information from these interviews helped form questions that I then
used for surveys and other interviews to follow.
In the interviews conducted, I wanted to hear what it was like for Latinos to use
libraries. The first interview concerned background information about their lives prior
to coming to this university, especially as related to libraries. The second interview
concerned what it was like at this university and the third interview tied it all together
and focused on the meaning participants made of what was discussed through the
interviews. My premise was that Latinos would talk about not wanting to use the
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library and feeling intimidated by using the library. In these two cases, I found out
much more.
Both participants were female Latina graduate students in the School of
Education, with previous teaching experience. I knew both of these women, so access
negotiation was easy. In addition to this, I chose these women because they had
different backgrounds; one is from Puerto Rico and one is from New York, which I felt
might allow for different perspectives. During the interviews I learned that these
women are from different socio-economic backgrounds but were both raised in a strong
Puerto Rican culture. They both indicated a familiarity with libraries and understood
the need to use libraries. The way they use libraries is different as is their inclination to
ask for assistance.
This chapter, in the voices of Yolanda and Sofia (pseudonyms), will document
what it is like for them to use the library. The first profile will be of Sofia and the
second of Yolanda.

Sofia
Sofia, a doctoral student, grew up in Puerto Rico and has a noticeable accent. She
had very little experience with libraries until high school. Her pattern of library usage
is to browse, to find books and information by figuring it out by herself. Even though
she worked as a work study student in a previous library, she rarely asked for assistance
or explored the library’s potential for providing vast resources. Sofia came from the
upper class in Puerto Rico. She had studied at ivy league schools and felt that the main
role of the library was to provide resources, as in books. One of her most frequent
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complaints about using this library was the lack of resources and the difficulty and
inconvenience in navigating the tall building. She has used the library at the university
for nearly 10 years and has only asked two questions. One was because a teacher in the
class told the class to ask a librarian for a specific resource. The other time was when
she couldn’t find a journal and, although she is fluent in English, another Latina student
asked the questions. She has never used any reference sources except the computers,
and the only journal database she has used is ERIC, the education database. If the
ERIC document were on microfiche, she wouldn’t use it. She is familiar with recalling
a book because of her past experiences at other libraries. She had many negative
comments about this university library’s lack of resources.

Sofia: There is a stereotype of the librarian of being this authoritarian person that
is always telling you not to talk. You see that everywhere. Maybe it’s a stereotype
that’s working on the minds of the children. Maybe that’s why I never ask. I learn
by myself. I think most of the librarian’s time is spent cataloging and then if
people ask them for help, like in reference, then their job is to help the person, but
usually you have a lot of work, paper work, to do, bind books, fixing books.
Probably cataloging and you know, with the amount of books that are in and out,
so you are always checking in and checking out books and bring them in stacks so
some work study student (chuckle) can go put them back on the shelves (chuckle).
Acquisition of materials I guess is another and evaluation whether or not the
material needs repair. That’s a lot of time, so many books.
Usually there is one person to answer question, but I never thought of that. I
just knew they had something else to do (laugh). You know how people are. They
make sure people have something to do. Probably if the reference desk says
Information or Reference on a sign, they’re going to go to her and ask her. They
suspect that she should be there for help. Even if they think that’s not her primary
role, they need help, they’re going to go and ask her. I think the most important
thing is to have some kind of information so the people know Information Desk, so
that people know that the primary role of that person who is in that desk is to
provide information, but other than that, I understand. You have to spend hours
there, you have to do something with your time. So the most important thing is to
make clear with some kind of signs or something that that is the Information Desk
so people feel free to come. The only reason I knew that librarians have to study is
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because one of my neighbors transferred to be a librarian. I don’t know if other
people know. There is some kind of expertise in order to answer questions.
[As far as Latinos asking questions] if the people feel uncomfortable asking
questions, they’re going to feel uncomfortable asking questions to anyone, but not
necessarily to students. Because they’re the same age and people of your own age.
And definitely for people who speak other languages, it’s easier to relate to people
that you think might be able to help you in whatever language you speak better.
I believe that if an institution is committed to multiculturalism and diversity
and talk about it, the only way to achieve diversity is if you provide the services to
the people you care about. And the only way to do that is by diversifying the staff.
There’s no other way. You cannot talk about diversity and multiculturalism and
have everybody white and English speaking in an institution. You say what you
say and the other is what you do. You are definable for what you do and not what
you say, which is something people here don’t understand. Although I have to
recognize that you have so many different groups here that you can’t have one of
each of them represented, but at least you show them that you care about diversity.
[For students who speak other languages], well, again, the university also
have the [academic support services for Latino students]. The other groups also
have their own services, ‘cuz I know the Asian American also have their resources
and they have people who speak their languages. So, probably, contacting again
those agencies that already are providing services. It would be easier, and maybe
you could work out with them if you don’t have any staff person that speak their
language. Because when you speak another language, it makes your life easier if
you are going to get information, not necessarily in your language, but someone
who can talk to you in your language if you do not understand, because that makes
it more clear.
You know, when you have an institution like the library, the most important
thing is that people learn how to use it, because what else can you do? You teach
them how to use it but you’re not dealing with young children. This is more of a
choice for them, the college student, whether or not they want to use the resources.
I think it have to do more with where the person grew up and the socioeconomics
of that person. If that person is using the library when he’s young, it’s going to be
very natural for him to keep using it. If he or she never used it before and then that
person might not see any sense of going to the library until she has to use it, or she
go there by chance or somebody bring her there and she find out that it’s nice to
study there. Like the place they have a lot of tables to read, or because they can go
to one of those little corners between the shelves, where nobody can find them.
You know, it’s a matter of choice whether they like it or not. I don’t know if
culture influence the use of it.
The road should be to provide the information and maybe the people that
speak certain languages need more than just workshops. Maybe they need
somebody there with them when they’re going to do the search and being able to
coordinate that services. They can go to the library or the other organization and
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talk to a person and let them know that they need X or Y resource and need help in
their own language. Then they can call you and coordinate for visits.
You also don’t have to do everything in their language. Depend on the
community. Most of the Latino students here speak English so they might not
have to be in Spanish. It would be just to have the person there in case they do
need to. Because even when you understand your second language, it doesn’t
mean that you can understand everything in that language. There are two levels, in
a sense. One is to communicate. The other one is to understand more abstract or
difficult thing. Especially if you are going to be using computers. And you’re
going to be telling them how to use a computer that might require, that’s another
level. It might be perfect conversation and in English the person be competent, but
not in the other. So having a person that is able to talk to that person at the
moment at the use of the computer, that might make a difference.
It’s easier sometime for you to communicate with a person who speak
English as a second language, even if that language is Chinese and yours is
Spanish, than it is to talk to a person who is an English speaker, because learning a
second language requires skills, and learning this specific language, in this case is
English, requires you to do things in your mind that that other person have to do in
order to learn that language. Because we learn that language as a second language,
so we go through the same processes, even if we come from different languages.
So sometimes it’s easier for you when you commit a mistake, the English person is
going to say “What?!’' Have no idea, no clue of what your mind is going through.
The other person, because he has the same experience, have more clues about what
you are thinking, or trying to say. It’s very interesting. Especially if the person is
monolingual - no clue of what you’re saying, even the accent and the way you
pronounce things. I remember sometime I was listening to an Italian and he was
reading and he say that he had a hard time with English and he said “tanks” instead
of “thanks”. I know what he was saying. I’m pretty sure many Americans didn’t
know what he was saying when he said “tanks”. They were thinking about tanks,
but I know he was saying “thanks” because the “h” in Italian and Spanish is silent,
so he didn’t use the “h”. So those are the kinds of clue that me, because I speak
another language, was able to decipher. Because I knew what was going on while
he was reading the English.
[In the computer area, have you seen nonverbal communication or cues,
facial expressions of people that might lead you to believe that they need help?]
Sometime, yea. Well when you are there and you look at the person and he look
lost, especially when the screen goes crazy or it doesn’t show anything. But they
usually ask, you see, and of course they want to ask the next person instead of
going all the way to the desk.
[Are there particular nonverbal gestures that Latinos would make that you are
familiar with that librarians should know about?] [She raises eyebrows to indicate
a gesture that signifies] “What does that mean?” (voice going up in helpless pitch).
That’s cultural. That’s a way to ask. Puerto Ricans are said to ask questions with
their nose [scrunching it up like a rabbit] to say “What do you mean?” or like
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“What was that?!”. If they want to show you something they do it with the mouth
[like pursing your lips]. I guess like raising the eyebrow would be like “Whoops,
what is that?” Yea, or frowning.
[How can the library promote its use?] I think they [the librarians] have to
ask the students and teachers what their needs are right now, but I think that it’s a
way that they can connect their resources, their databases with our databases and
do research in their schools and find out what we have here and then they can come
here. And maybe provide workshops to the teachers and the students on how to
use the library, how to use the system in their school to connect to ours and to be
able to do searches. And also to teach them how to use the library.
[For teachers] you probably welcome them there and give them something to
eat there and then go through the whole agenda and then just go and do it, let them
do it. Do a search and then have them go upstairs and find out how hard it is to
find the material (laughs). You would use the resources probably by topic. These
have to be done in collaboration with the school, presessions, and they do research,
even at the elementary school. Work with those teachers, if they have some kind
of research to do and instruct them so that they can come here and do research and
have a great experience, ‘cuz usually when they go to their school libraries it’s
very small. It would be fun. It would be useful especially to the population that
does not use the library.
The best time to offer it is during the academic time and then you can work
with them on their topics. Don't do this kind of thing on the abstract. You would
coordinate the workshop with the teachers and then they will bring the students. It
takes collaboration with the schools. It’s not like you're going to do this by
yourself. If you coordinate it with the teachers and then the students know why
they are coming here. Help them do their searches. They have an idea but then
they have to go upstairs. You’d have to coordinate because they would be going to
different levels. Do the searches, come back and go through the whole process.
I’m coordinating workshops on computers, using the Internet for bilingual
teachers. It was a project for Latin American Studies program and they started
doing workshops for Latino teachers in this area for how to use the Internet. We
had the introduction and how to use e-mail, connect to the system get into
Netscape and the second was how to explore subjects and do searches. It was
between 8-12 and then 8-12:30. Some didn’t know anything, you had to start from
the beginning. It was wonderful because they could explore their topics of interest
and if they got stuck there was support.
Last Saturday was very easy. We said, “Just follow the instructions on this
handout.” and most of them did. The first one was more of instruction and going
step by step together, how to turn it on, how to use the e-mail, sending messages to
one another. So the first one was more instruction, more directions. The second
was just an introduction and then they practiced. It was very good. This was done
in Spanish. There were two people who spoke Spanish there and the others spoke
English. That’s what we wanted to do, to provide the service in Spanish.
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It’s incredible. When you have so-called minority teachers it’s very hard.
They come from most of the schools that don’t have computers. But if they do
have computers - they don’t know how to use it. And they need this for their jobs.
If they stay behind, then their students stay behind. It makes their life easier and to
teach. I believe in collaborations. [The library could] use the Internet for research
topics. [Teachers are going to be demanding it]. They have to. They are
educating the next generation. That generation knows how to use computers.
They have to catch up.
I think that the best way to do a workshop is to do an assessment before you
do the workshop and define the things. So you have to really go to that population
and ask them “What would you be interested in doing? “ And you can have
different options and open ended questions. That’s the way I coordinated the
portion for teachers, because you can do a perfect workshop and a perfect series of
topics, but if they are not interested they are not going to come. Especially if it is
voluntary. [You could ask questions like] What are your needs, what do you want
to know, what do you need to know, what do you not know, what do you know?
You know, if we’re going to do a series of workshops what would you like to learn
about the university library? That kind of questions. If we do a series of
workshops and if we have these options, number your preferences for what topics
you’d like to have covered. You can put ten and select three of them, three that
you’d like most to have and then you take the number. That kind of assessment.
They can always put their name and phone number and it’s up to them if they want
to do it. Then even if you put your name and number they can get back to you
even if they don’t put their names. Whatever make them feel comfortable.
You have to define what population you want to target the workshops and by
doing the assessment, probably you find out which one is real interested in having
this, because otherwise you can be planning a lot of things and it’s frustrating when
you plan and you do all the work and nobody show up. You should know how
many people are coming [have them sign up].
[To become more welcoming, the library should...] Well, when you’re
bringing a group of professionals for a whole day it’s always nice to have
something to give them. I don’t know, that might be cultural, but we expect
something to eat everywhere we go (chuckle). Food is important for us, so when
we prepare things we make sure we have something, for example, coffee and
something to eat. You know, just to say, welcome. It’s nice to get to a place and
have a transition before you go to business. It’s like a courtesy I guess. Maybe it’s
cultural or genetic. But we expect something, and if we are coordinating it
especially we think about it. It’s like our responsibility to make sure we have
something for them. You have to do more with welcoming people and letting
them know that you care about them, about getting people in.
For freshman you can provide workshops, the same you provide to the high
school students. We are assuming that they know, but they might not know. And
they are expected to. With students that come from socioeconomic backgrounds
where their parents have never bring them to the library, what makes you think that
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they know? And even if they know, they might have only been to the public
library, which is totally different. Especially with the physical environment of the
library.
Maybe a series of workshops at the beginning of the semester. Especially for
new students, like freshmen in the dorms. You know, the resident assistant needs
to do a lot of workshops with the students, so maybe you can schedule them. I
don’t know if the freshman have a specific office where they provide services to
them, to acclimate them to the university. I guess you can go to the student
affairs? Probably the best way to do it would be to contact the different
organizations because I know the different groups have different student
organizations. And they are the ones that can really give you ideas of how to do it,
what do they need, and how to go about doing something about it. Suggest them
that you are interested in doing things to increase the use of the library and to let
the people know the resources so maybe they can work out something. That would
be nice.

Yolanda
Yolanda is a teacher and a doctoral student. Although half Puerto Rican and half
Filipino, she was raised in the Bronx in the Puerto Rican culture and began learning
English when she was in first grade. Her mother (Filipino) inspired her to use the
libraries, even walking 40 blocks to get there. She loved reading and hated returning
books. Libraries always seemed a part of her life. She was aware that a librarian’s job
was to assist people and tells people that “that’s what they get paid to do.” When
unable to find information, she has no difficulty in asking for assistance. There have
been incidents where there have been unequal treatment or negative assumptions made
by librarians, because of her race. Yet, through it all she asserts her belief that
librarians are there to help and does not hesitate to ask or to intervene on the part of her
children.
Yolanda: Libraries are important. We used to do a lot of research papers in junior
high and high school and the only place that I could get information was in the
library. The only thing, I felt the reference books were there, but the help wasn’t.
I was always pointed to “there”. “It’s there. That’s the book.” If I had a question
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about that book I’d go back to her and she’d say, “Find another one. Try that book
in that section. So it was a matter of I had to discover it for myself. But I knew it
was important because we didn’t have money to have an encyclopedia at home.
So, I did need to use the library. I never thought of it. It’s interesting, I was just
reading the other day about something else, but it’s a parallel, that certain people
have different perspectives of what a policeman does. In the ghetto a policeman is
not your friend. That’s your enemy. And that’s how I grew up. I had to change
that because I m not in the ghetto now. I should go to a policeman. In white
neighborhoods he’s your friend, he’s there to help you and the same thing with a
librarian. She’s there to point the finger in the direction, but not to help you. And
that’s what’s so different about coming here. They actually help you, they show
you. I find that extraordinary. That wasn’t my experience at all. That didn’t turn
me off to reading. I just thought that’s the way librarians are supposed to act,
because I never saw anything different.
In the schools here I’ve had battles to fight. I’ve always asked for the African
American teachers and we’re not African American. I’d get to know them on a
personal basis and they treated my children especially well. They’d always tell me
which teachers to ask for the following year. It was wonderful. Here my older
daughter has come across-1 don’t know if it’s racism (she’s dyslexic), or classist
masked. Most professors here are white. So you don’t know if it’s racism or
classism. They see my daughter, a Hispanic young woman with a Hispanic first
name and surname and they think her parents are dumb, so they treat her any way
they want to and then they see who her parents are and then they change their
actions very quickly. [The father is a pediatrician and the mother a teacher and
doctoral student]. So we have to go in and tell them who we are. But we would
get very upset because there are many parents who do not go in because they’re
shy or don’t know the language. They feel disempowered and they won’t go in. I
tell them that it’s pitiful that we have to prove who we are and that I wonder how
many other Hispanic and black children are mistreated unjustifiably so and their
parents don’t come in. It’s really awful.
My children have had varying differences using libraries too. They grew up
partly in New York and then moved here. In elementary school we lived in a fairly
upper middle class, white neighborhood, very racist so they would have a hard
time with the children. I’d go in to complain. My children would go to the library.
It was a beautiful library. And the woman who was there would not help my
children, whereas she would help other children who were not Hispanic. I would
go up to her and tell her I was an educator and that I expect my children to be
treated the same and if she doesn’t do it I would report her to the NAACP if I had
to. She would get reported. What happens is you create a situation where your
children then feel intimidated. She helped my daughter but she would make
remarks about, “You know, your mother didn’t have to come here”. So, I would
take them to the library on weekends and do all of the research in the public library
and show them where everything is and that was fine with them.
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When my daughter was in elementary school she was identified as dyslexic.
So certain things she may not understand. She’s a straight A student, but she still
needs help and if you give her directions and she doesn’t understand, you have to
give her directions in a different way. Repeating it or saying it in a louder voice
doesn’t make it, and I tried explaining this to a librarian that someone who is
learning disabled is not deaf, because she d speak to my daughter in a louder voice.
We’d tell her, “Why don’t you understand?” She wouldn’t treat her well and then
my other daughter, Carlota, who is not learning disabled was treated the same way.
But when Carlota s friends or Ana’s friends had to do work, do research, they were
helped. They were given books that they can use. They were taught where to go
and my children weren’t. It wasn’t because of the learning disability because it
happened to my second daughter who’s not learning disabled. It was racism. It
didn’t happen to my son because he looks less Hispanic. Really interesting. He
has brown hair and his skin isn’t as dark as theirs. So, in first grade when he
wanted a book and they wouldn’t get it for him, he said, “You know mami, first
she asked me if Ana was my sister, because I had to come in with my sister, and
then she made a comment about how I didn’t look like her.“ Interesting. “And
then she told me where it was and when I couldn’t find it and I went back and I
told her ‘You have to help me because my mommy says that’s your job’.”
(Laughter). I used to tell them, “Just like I’m a classroom teacher, the librarian’s
job is to teach children how to use books, where to find them. That’s their job.
You know, they’re not doing you a favor. That’s just their job. And they should
love doing that.” I was always pointed at. “Don’t accept having someone point,
unless you can find it. If you can’t find it you have to go back and say T can’t find
what I’m looking for, can you help?”’
For a Puerto Rican the library could be intimidating. To begin with the
librarian doesn't look like you most of the time I’ve never met a Puerto Rican
librarian or a black one. Everyone is white. Let’s say you come here as an
undergrad from an inner school system where your peers have been from your
culture, but everyone in power and authority is European American and your
experiences have been negative, with prejudices against them. And you come here
and you go to the library and this is a massive place. I mean physically massive.
That could be intimidating. You have to go to a person in order to get some
information. But it can be intimidating if your experiences in the past have only
been negative working with European Americans. The fact that then you go to the
library and there’s another European American. That could just reinforce the
racism that you felt and grew up with and you may not feel as comfortable. You
may ask your friend to ask - someone who looks like him, “Will you ask him this
question please?” And yes, they may answer it but they didn’t answer it to you and
so you’re influenced. I can feel it. I brought my daughter here and she wanted to
ask something and I said, “Go ask her” and she said “No”, and I said, “I’ll help
you”. And she had to go up. And she said, “How do I do it?” and I told her and
she did and I helped her.
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I would imagine that it is much more comfortable to go in groups, or at least
in pairs. I think two people working together is wonderful. If they could come and
they help each other and they coach each other, that’s much more helpful. I think
the only way to do it is to ask a librarian. Yet, I don’t think a lot of Puerto Ricans
know what the job of a librarian is. I had a friend who worked in the library for ten
years and I remember telling her I can’t find this information and she said, “What
did the librarian do for you?” and this is what she told me, “No, no. You go back.”
And she emphasized what I told my children. She said, “That’s their job. If you
can’t find it they’re there to help you find it, until you do find it. They get paid for
that. They study. They have a degree in that.” And although I told my daughter I
almost didn’t apply it to myself, so I went back and sure enough this person went
with me until she could go no further and she said, “Yolanda, this is as far as I can
go. And if you find something else somewhere else let me know.” But I do think
that that’s an image. I think that somehow it’s been created that that’s not their job
- that they’re there to help you. I always thought of a librarian just sitting at a desk
in high school. I’ve never seen them actively with the children at the shelves. It’s
an image. Just someone sitting there. And that’s not the image I have of someone
at the library either. Someone just sitting there and pointing fingers. Not actively
going from behind the desk and showing. No, that’s not the image. So I think it
could be reinforced that the librarian, although you know this must be their job,
you don’t act upon it and you don’t expect them to help you.
Another part of the Puerto Rican culture might be that they don’t want to ask
someone something because they feel they should know it already. Well, the way I
get around that is interesting. I always tell them that I’m a doctoral student and I
have to do this. And I know I do that to let them know that I’m not stupid
(chuckle). I know I do that for that reason. Because I don't want them to think,
“Look at this stupid woman. She’s not a child and she can’t find something.” So,
to avoid all of that I just automatically say, “I’m a doctoral student. I’m working
on this research. I really need this help”. And that sets me in a certain category
apart from everyone else and I do that automatically. You get treated differently. I
indicate that I’m at that level of study. You are treated differently.
I didn’t say it all the time, but I didn’t say it once and a woman said to me
“What year are you in undergrad?” So then I asked her, “Do you mean what year
am I teaching them?” [Laughter]. And I kind of did that on purpose too.
[Laughter] She got the hint. [Laughter] Yea, I did say it. You understand. You
come with so much anger that people just assuming. You know, if I was white I’m
not sure they’d ask me the same question. They would assume that I was working
on graduate work. I don’t think they would say that to a white person. Do you see
what I’m saying? Yea, no they wouldn’t say that. Think about it. A person
wouldn’t say that to a white person ‘cause you’re assuming that this woman looks
like she’s in her forties. She has to be at the graduate level. It upset me because
they were assuming that I went to school late. But why couldn’t I be a graduate
student? Because I just said if I were a white person they wouldn’t ask me that.
Because of my age they would assume I was a graduate student. That happened
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just once. Just one person. I don’t intend to go up to her and ask for her help.
Some of them have been kind to even ask me “Are you staff or a student?” That
made me feel good because they’re assuming that I’m not just a student, that I
possibly, that I could be teaching or part of the university. I mean, you know, it’s
different,. You know it’s different. I didn’t feel a negative reaction.
I ask a lot at the library. If I don’t ask and if I didn’t take the course Research
and Retrieval I wouldn’t know. How else would I know? I do persevere. I have
an inordinate amount of perseverance. But I try to get as much information as I
can because it s just such a waste of time to be here six hours and walk away with
a little bit of information because you didn’t know where to look.
Culturally, Hispanics may not be as aggressive trying to get attention. They
may be shy. They may feel [pause], they may have low self-esteem, thinking I
should be able to [pause]. You look around and everyone’s engaged in a computer.
They definitely know what they’re doing and you’re sitting there and you’re
Hispanic and you’ve been told all your life that you’re dumb anyway and you
shouldn’t be where you are. You really feel dumb. So, will you go up? I don’t
know. It depends on your maturity, how you feel about yourself. I feel that people
who feel insecure may just close the book and walk away. What alternative do
they have? It’s really sad. I guess I felt that way. My friends felt that way, being
Hispanic. And the few classes I've taught, the Hispanics were the most quiet and
the only time they spoke up was when it was something that had to do with their
culture. They just light up. How else do I know? Look at the dropout rate. My
god. I’m doing research now on that and I’m finding that interesting. Forty to
fifty percent of Hispanic high school students drop out. Half of our students are
dropping out! That’s a really big percentage. That’s frightening! Is it because of
low self esteem? Yea, it’s many things.
Here I had the good fortune of meeting wonderful people. One professor’s
second home is in Puerto Rico [although she is Anglo]. She speaks Spanish and
knows more about the culture than I do, than most Puerto Ricans I know. She
knows the island. So she welcomed me with open arms. The professors [in the
School of Education] are very open and very warm. Maybe it’s the School of Ed.
I don’t want to say that generally speaking, because I don’t know if that‘s true.
But at the School of Ed, and these particular teachers, except for one...
Two of them [professors] encouraged me, telling me that I should go and work
on my doctorate. I was also a TA. I worked with the ETEP [Early Teacher
Education Program] as a supervisor. Another teacher in an action research course,
because of her research, [and I] presented at two conferences. I was accepted into
the masters/doctoral program but I considered myself a masters student. The
professor encouraged me to present. He didn’t let me get away without presenting.
The other teachers that I’ve taken have been really wonderful.
I had no intention of applying for a doctorate, but because of the teachers’
encouragement they let me see that I could do it. Anything is possible. And I
didn’t expect that. It’s a good feeling. Because it allows you to do things that you
thought you could never do. The good thing is that I’m able to do it. The bad
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thing is that people’s lives are limited by the teachers they’re exposed to. If they
do encourage us or not. That’s critical. That’s tragic. It’s really tragic if you think
about it. I’m always conscious of that, of the importance of the power that teachers
have in their children s lives. Be it professors or elementary or junior high school
teachers. They have a lot of power over their student’s lives. When I went to City
College there was a handful of Hispanics and blacks. [The teachers] weren’t very
encouraging. You did the best you could do.
I say we shouldn’t be here because, well, number one you don’t see too many
Hispanics who are working on their doctorates. I don’t. When I went last year I
was in a masters/doctoral program. I went and got a second masters. I went to the
ceremonies, the doctoral students. The people who got their doctorates who were
Hispanic, visibly Hispanic, we just looked at each other and I didn’t know them.
There were three men. They were Hispanic. I just gave them the biggest smile.
It’s almost as if it’s an unspoken language like “You made it. That’s great!” That
moment when our eyes met. I’ll never forget that. I said “Oh my god. Spanish men
getting a doctorate, and not in the School of Education! In other areas, which is
wonderful.” I mean, so that we’re not supposed to. If we were then everything
would be equidistant. That would mean that in New York City a lot of the doctoral
students would be Hispanic and Black. The majority of students are. It’s not the
case when you go to that level in the schools. I was at Columbia. I was the only
Hispanic there. I’m usually the only, or one of two or three out of forty. The
structure of this society is not meant for us to make it. It doesn’t empower us.
So, if you’re in the library at a computer there could be two deficits because
you, [pause]. Well, I shouldn’t view this as a deficit, but a person might. Not only
are you sitting there and you’re Hispanic let’s say, and you say I don’t understand
this. Everybody else does. But then you may realize that “Oh my god. I’m the
only Spanish person who doesn't understand it. I may be the only Spanish person
here and I don’t understand it. I really feel dumb.” I don’t sit there at the
computer thinking “Here I am a doctoral Spanish /Hispanic woman.” But maybe I
might if I didn’t understand it. Maybe my ethnicity, which has been historically
put down, would be highlighted at that point.
Culturally, historically, we’ve been told that we shouldn’t be there to begin
with. And here you are in the library, and this is a very high skill. I think it’s a
very developed skill to be able to use a computer and to do research. It’s a skill
you have to be taught. Somehow I think people, professors assume that you just
learn because you can follow directions. A skill like reading and writing. It’s a
very well developed skill and some people do it better than others. And it has to be
taught, like a course. It’s not required. And I think that if you’re not taught and
you feel insecure about who you are, you’re at a real loss. I can see a minority
person feeling at a real loss. I really can. Especially if you look around you and
everyone knows what they’re doing and you don't. I can see it. It would be awful.
I did feel that way to a great extent, but I’m much older. I’ve accomplished a
certain amount professionally, so I don’t feel insecure. The fact that I’m able to
tell a librarian that I’m a doctoral student, that places me in a certain category that
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they can’t say she’s stupid. All of those things help me. But if you’re an
undergrad student. Oh. My own children, my own daughters don’t ask. When I
go to the library I’ll tell them, “Now I want you to ask the librarian.” and they’ll
say no. And what I do is I write the question out and say “This is what you ask
her. Now you go and ask her.” Then they’re able to go and they know I’m sitting
at the computer waiting for them to come back with an answer. It’s a task but I
feel that they need to feel that they can ask and that they won’t be rejected. They
need to know that. To get that message: I can ask questions; that’s what the
librarian is there for; that’s her job or his job and I won’t be rejected; they will
teach me; they have to. It’s one thing for someone to tell you, but I think actions
are better than words. They have to believe it because the library is going to help.
That's what I do with my daughters. Oh, I do believe it. I know that they’ll help.
I’m not sending them out to someone who won’t. If that were the case I would be
asking and demanding. There’s no doubt in my mind.
I think they [students] have to be told the significance of what it is that the
library can offer them. A different perspective for them to think critically. It really
starts you thinking critically. Critical thinking processes and skills can really start
to form using the library. If the professor, and you know all professors know the
importance of the library.
I think the professors have to tell the students to go to the library, that there
are wonderful databases. These are the different things that they can use. I think
it’s important to hear from the professor. I think it should be part of the syllabus.
They should put “Note: These are all the databases that can be used. If you’re not
familiar with them, please make sure [you learn about them]. You can get the
optimum amount of information for your research by accessing all of them. Ask
the librarian for help." I think that if it comes from the professor, if a student sees
it on a syllabus, it makes a lot of difference. If you don’t know, you won’t ask,
would go to the ones you know. If the professor makes an effort [pause]. It’s a lot
of PR on the part of the librarians to do this. I guess you’d have to send out letters,
but it’s worth it. I don't even think that professors think about it. It’s one thing to
hear it -you have to see it. Chances are they’ll forget unless it’s written.
I think that all professors know the importance of the library. And I think we
assume, and I think it’s going back to what I told you, “What do you think of the
librarian and the library?” I think it’s a perception of what we have as a society of
the library and the function it has. I think the function of the library is much
greater than what we perceive it to be and I think professors just assume that the
students might know and I don’t think they should assume it. They should tell the
students. It takes ten minutes to tell the students how important the library is. Not
only tell them, I believe in modeling. I would show, “This is a paper written by a
student who read the novel. This is a paper of a [another] student who read the
novel. Let’s look at the bibliography. They have five extra sources. As a result of
that they were able to get footnotes other than the footnotes in the novel. They
were able to get five different perspectives which changed their paper completely.
The one here didn’t use the library, maybe because they didn’t know how to.
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maybe they didn’t know they were supposed to. This person did. Look at the
difference. This could be the difference of an A. or B. It doesn’t mean this one
cannot be an A paper. They just didn’t use the resources that are available.” BIG
difference.” And I think that if you tell students A or B, you’re talking their
language. They’ll run to the library and say “What is this?”
[The teachers should] show them how it works. Don’t just tell them. I always
show students. It’s vivid. It’s real. The difference between talking about a dog *
and bringing a dog into the class. It’s real. It also helps the student to feel more
comfortable too, because that same student will see those two papers. Once you
see it, the student will not feel uncomfortable going into the library and asking for
help because they know it’s there and other people use it. To know that there are
plenty of students in this category and that the professor expects you to be in this
category, because that’s where we should all be aiming to do the very best of
what’s out here. And I would say that most people are in this category because
they don t use the library. I would make a point of saying that. [Referring again to
the two papers] “That’s too bad, because this is where you should be headed, this is
what you can do.” That would have an impact on me if somebody told me that.
For the foreign students, I don’t know what a librarian would do, but if I had
them in my class, if I was a professor, I would ask them to go with someone who’s
familiar. And then ask the librarian as well, because they won’t be with this person
all the time. Initially I would ask someone in the class, “Could you help so and so?
Just become familiarized with the library, to show them where the reference room
is, this is the computers. This is where... ” And just get them started. That’s a
wonderful way. To just have someone that knows the language, that feels
comfortable. Most of these students are very bright to begin with. They’re taking
a big chance. They wouldn’t be there. So they can do it on their own. But that
comfort level, just to create that comfort level. I would ask them to go with
someone. I would ask someone in the class.
Talking about students, foreign students who speak a foreign language. I
don’t know if this is possible. I don’t know if students even have the time, but I
attended this one meeting where they talked about students [who] really do do
volunteer work. If you felt, if you were able to identify a certain group, let’s say of
Asian students, and I’m talking about Asians because I was there one day [at the
library] and one person did go with another person who spoke another language.
They were speaking Chinese or Korean. I really don’t know. And one person was
telling the other person. The person who didn’t know English was really at a big
deficit. But, if you had [a flyer] “We need help, we need volunteers on such a day
from 3-5 on Wednesday. We need volunteers that speak Chinese,” and then you
can disseminate that information to all the classes. Then the professors could say “
You know, on Wednesdays there’s a great service that’s being offered from 3-5 [at
the library]. There’s a volunteer that speaks Chinese. If you need help go there”.
Besides the library we have this person. Students do volunteer. UMASS is
unbelievable. I don’t think it’s that difficult to get someone to set up certain times
of volunteers to come in that speak a native language and that would be able to
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help. That would be wonderful. You have a sign up sheet. Then what you do as a
librarian is, you tell them “At the end of the semester you certainly will get a letter
of reference from us for your help in some community work”. I think you have to
give them something too that goes in their resume, or tell them “At Mather Career
Center we’ll put a letter of recommendation. And we’ll give you a copy.” But this
is an incentive that’s recognizing them for the service that they’re doing.
[Do you read body language or nonverbal communication when you interact
with other people in the library?] Oh sure. Some people (chuckles). There’s one
person who I really don’t like for them to help me. Every time I go up to them,
they treat everyone this way, not just me. They’re always annoyed. There’s one
particular person who’s always annoyed and when he does help you, he speaks at
you, not to you, so if you want to stop him in the middle of a sentence because you
didn’t understand what he said, he looks at you and tells you (in a angry voice)
“Will you please allow me to finish my sentence?” And I’ll say, “Sure, but I don’t
understand what you’re saying, and I want you to take a few steps back”. But he’s
very consistent (laughs). So I try to avoid asking him because I know what his
response is going to be. It’s almost like it’s part of his personality.
Last week I went to [names a private college] and they don’t have InfoTrac.
They have a different system and I asked her [a librarian] to explain it to me. She
explained it over the counter and then when I asked her to help me she said she
couldn’t help me. “The library’s empty, why can’t you help me?” I’m not used to
that. I’m used to UMASS librarians getting up and showing me. I eventually had
to tell her that at UMASS they come up and help you. So she got up, came around.
She was very reluctant on her part and she did explain it. I told her I didn’t
understand and she said “I’m sorry, I have to get back” and she went back to her
counter and just stood there. She wasn’t doing anything. So I don’t go back there.
She was annoyed. Her face. She was pouting. She was angry at me, or she was
just angry generally. She didn't talk to anyone else. There wasn’t anyone else
there. There really was no reason why she shouldn’t be able to help me.
[When you go to a library desk and you see various people there, what makes
you approach one person and not the other?] The one that picks up their head.
Some of them know you’re there but if they have any kind of peripheral vision
they see you approaching the desk. And if both heads are down, it’s the one that
goes up. And if both heads stay down I just stand there (laughing). Hopefully one
will pick their head up (laughs). It’s very interesting. One head will go up and the
other will stay down if there are two people. And the ones who keep their heads
down, although I appreciate the one that looks ahead. I’ll look at the person with
their head down, because I’m wondering “What are they doing that’s so
important?” or maybe she took care of the last person and it’s the other person’s
turn, but if she picks up her head she'll have to take care of me. I do think of that
and I have thought of that. So I really don’t know the reason why they don’t pick
up their head. It doesn’t seem like it’s very important what they’re doing.
[How might a librarian know if someone is having difficulty at the computer
terminals?]
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You walk around. [The] mind becomes immobilized because you’re stuck and
then the body does too. I do like looking at people work and you can tell who’s
engaged and who’s sitting there. If you walk around you can tell, to some extent
depending on how sensitive and how you can read people, who is stuck, because
they’re just sitting there. [There’s the facial expression of] “What the hell am I
looking at? It s almost like a blank, but it’s not really blank. It’s nonengagement
with the computer and the information that’s on the screen. They could be
daydreaming. But you don’t look at the screen and daydream. You look
elsewhere. I’ve done it, where I just sit there and say “Phugh, (sigh) what do I do
now?” And I’ve looked around, at times, usually when I’m downloading, but I’ll
look around, and everyone’s usually engaged. You know when someone’s
engaged and you know when someone isn’t. You see it.
[I would suggest that the librarian ask] “Can I help you? You seem a little
lost, can I help you?” I don’t think there's anything wrong. Two things will
happen, they’ll say yes or they’ll say no (chuckle). If someone had done that to me
when I was sitting there looking at the screen I would have said “Yeeeesssss!” It
kind of takes you out of the stupor. “Waa, help!” It’s like an angel falling from
the sky. That’s if they have the time. But there are lulls when the librarian is
sitting there. They’re always working, but they have the option to just stand and
walk around. And I don’t think it’s that difficult once you’re aware of what you’re
looking for. I don’t think it’s difficult to identify.
[Have you been at the computer and the librarian’s helping someone and
you’ve caught their attention?] Yes I have and that’s inappropriate. They’re busy
with someone else. Once they’re finished I’ll just keep looking at them so as
they’re passing me I’ll ask them for help.
[The librarian will sometimes catch my eye] and they’ll nod as if to say “I know
you need my help.” I’ll just sit at my seat patiently and wait. I just try to meet
their eye, just to let them know I need help. You don’t even have to say anything.
I usually try to give eye contact. I don’t try to stand by them. I don’t like when
someone does that to me. It makes me feel like I’m pressuring them to hurry up.
So I won’t go up to them and stand there. But I’ll keep on looking at them, and if
they don’t look in my direction, ‘cuz they’re helping someone else, as they’re
passing I will stop them. I will do that.
I think that [the computer can create] a very frustrating situation for anyone, for a
student, whether you’re elementary, college or graduate, you try something and it
doesn’t w'ork and you don’t get help immediately, then you get turned off to it and
you’re frightened. Fear replaces any kind of risk taking that you might have taken.
And I’ve supplanted the fear with taking risks, because I know I can do it. So it’s a
matter of feeling confident. So now I’m not as afraid of using the computers. I
can erase it. I’ve done it. But I know how to store and retrieve the information.
Most of it. So it’s a really good feeling once you have that information and you
know you can do it, without the help of the librarian, but it’s comforting that you
can go to them as well if you get stuck. And then the other thing is that, see, I
don’t write and that’s a problem. As I worked on the databases, I wouldn’t write
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the different steps that I was taking to get where I was. So the few times that I lost
it, I didn’t know how to retrieve it in the beginning, since it didn’t make any sense
to me. I don t think logically too much. Although following directions is difficult,
that’s the best way for me to learn. But because I didn’t write the directions down,
I was at a complete loss, and that’s the biggest fear. And it’s the same thing when
I’m typing on my word processor. I feel that everything will just disappear. And it
has. I’ve pushed the wrong button and I’ve lost everything because I haven’t
saved. Something as simple as that. So that’s the fear I had of using computers in
the library. Just losing everything after having it. But that doesn’t bother me as
much now. I feel confident that I can get most of the retrievals.
[If I had a question I would be direct and specific]. I'd always tell them I’m
stuck and I need help. But you can’t ask an intelligent question unless you have
some information to begin with. To ask a question, “I don’t know what to do,
what do I do?” is so open-ended. It doesn't give direction to the other person. It
does, it let’s them know they have to start at the beginning, but I think you always
have to have some information in order to ask a question. Then I’d explain to them
“ I’m at this point, and I need this.” And they were able to go to the computer and
say, “Well do this and do that”. It was more a question of my not knowing how to
use the computer and they would tell me what to do or I was in the wrong
database. That’s the kind of help that they gave me. Now it’s more helping with
terms. It’s those little things that I can’t remember that can throw you off.
I remember using Infotrac [a general periodical database]. It would take
hours. I would be there hours, literally, 2, 3, 4 hours sitting there working. And I
didn’t mind because it was like having the mind be a sponge. I was learning. It
was a learning process, and when I got frustrated, I went to the librarian and they
would help. I never was really stuck. It was a matter of doing it over and over
again and it became easier to do, before I could go on to even consider another
database. So it was helpful. The directions were fairly clear for InfoTrac,
considering that I have a hard time. I can’t follow directions. But like I said, I
would just go to a librarian and would do it with a librarian, because I remember
the first time someone asked, or one of the times. They were aware that I wasn’t
an undergrad and that I should be able to follow directions. But I just tell them
“I’m dyslexic and I have a problem following directions” and when you say that
their attitude is different because they know that they’re working with someone
who has a problem. Not that they’re not willing to help, but they understand why
you don’t understand. That always helped.
You learn by doing, and the teacher in the Research and Retrieval Class has the
same train of thought that I have: you have to be a risk taker in life. That’s the
only way you learn. So she feels that if you’re not afraid of the computer, and just
dabble in it, follow directions you will eventually get some place beyond where
you started. [She told us to only ask the librarian for help as a last recourse]. I
didn’t necessarily follow it, because my level of frustration is very short, so that
when I got really scared I went and got the librarian and the people from class
would say, “Yolanda, just keep on going.” I would say “I can’t”. Because what it
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does, if you’re afraid, it just cuts you off and then you just sit there and you
become immobile. I don’t think that’s productive. I use the librarian minimally
and I would say “I’m stuck here, just tell me how to get out of here. Don’t tell me
how to get to where I have to go. Tell me how to get out of here.” So I did use
them as best as I could, but I wasn’t supposed to be using them as much as I did. It
was just to get me over that hump of I can’t do it. Once they showed me, just press
this button and you’ll get out, I would do that and I could go on until I got stuck
again. So I think it’s important for people to know that once you’re stuck you
should get help right away. People can walk away from the computer and not get
any work done also. I speak to graduate students who don’t know how to use all of
the databases and they’re shocked at some of the stuff I’ve been able to access.
[The library instruction class I took] was too difficult. I think they have those
courses set up. The language is different. I don’t think they’re sensitive to people
who really don’t have any knowledge. And when we say we don’t have any,
people don’t believe that. That the word descriptor, anything, even the word menu,
what do you mean by that? I know what that means. Of course I know now. You
just don't assume it. You have to assume you’re working with a child and that’s
how I teach. You see, I teach that way. Everyone learns in my class, unless they
have specific concerns that I can't address. Always assume you know nothing.
And those that do know something, I give them extra work. I don’t let them drag
along. I let them go ahead. I do think that’s one of the problems with some of the
explanations as well. They’re pretty easy to follow, but you can’t assume they
know the language. And like when they say you should press the button that says
RETURN, is that RETURN or ENTER? Whatever it says that you’re looking for
is not there [on the keyboard] and when the librarian says, oh, that’s ENTER , and
I’ve asked them, why doesn't the paper say ENTER? You assume that we know,
and I don’t mean You. It’s assumed that we know. I think that’s what bothers me
the most.
The one time that I went to your course on Internet on Latin American
Studies, I didn’t understand anything. Again, I’d never used the Internet. So that,
you have to have some knowledge before you even go to a class like that, or you
have to ask the person who’s teaching that. “I know nothing, is this appropriate?”
It’s not enough that you want to learn. It’s O.K. to not understand. I remember
asking you a question and someone else was annoyed and angrily said “This is
what you have to do” and I was asking you. She was annoyed because you were
taking too long helping me. That wasn't the class for me, it was too advanced,
although it was beginning. It did say beginning, but it assumed people would have
some knowledge. I didn’t.
They [the librarians] would have to divide you up. Because the experienced
people don’t want to help the beginner. That’s not what they’re there for. They’re
there to advance. You have to divide the class up in the beginning. You have to
assess the different levels. If I were a professor I’d have to work with each group
separate. I’d tell them “I’d like you to assess the class before you go in. I’d like
you to get back to me and tell me who never had any experience, those who are
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comfortable, those who are a little bit comfortable and students who have had quite
a bit.”
I think you should have a beginning course that should say, “For someone
who does not have Internet or is thinking of starting Internet. This is for the people
that don’t know about it.” But not for someone who has it and has dibbled and
dabbled in it and wants to get further. No. That person knows something.
You should work in pairs. Because if you work alone, if you don’t understand
it you have to ask the professor. If you work in pairs one of you might know the
answer. That’s been my experience. When I took the R&R [Research and
Retrieval] course, we worked in pairs. We had our own computers, but if one of us
got stuck we would say “Lucas....” and I’d be able to go over and help or they
would help me. I think working in pairs is important. You can help each other.
And it has to be that much easier for language and the assumptions have to be that
the person doesn’t know anything or else they walk away frustrated.
I think they should take the handbook, have a question and say “O.K. Take ten
minutes and see if you can find it.” You’re assuming that they can use it because
they know where on the shelf they are, where they can be found. I don’t think we
should assume that. If we really want to do a good job, knowing where it is helps,
but how do you use it? They'll either learn how to use it or they’ll know that they
don’t know how to use and they’ll be able to ask a question. That’s an extra 10 15 minutes, but a very helpful 10 to 15 extra minutes. You can work in groups, in
pairs, just to cut down on the time. It doesn’t have to be a field of interest, just
look this up.
[As a beginner it might be] intimidating, but you see it’s better to have that
person do it with you there, rather than as an assignment when they’d have to wait
until you were available. It’s so much easier. That’s how you learn. Youleam.
See, research has shown that the minute someone tells you something and [you] do
it, if you can process that, then you process it in your mind as well and it stays
there. You remember it. Whereas if you tell someone what to do they intake it, go
away and they may come back to it a week later and it may not have the same
effect. It has a long long lasting effect if they’re able to do it immediately.
I think the more focus and the more narrow you are as to what you want, the
better, and then again if you have a general topic how do you narrow it down? I
think you have to have good questions. Because that helps the librarian to help
you. And not be afraid to ask. I think you should have a book just for the library.
That’s really important. You take this book with you all the time and what you do,
you use it the four years you’re in college. Where you just write information
down, how to access databases, how to get certain things. You can highlight
certain things, especially ones you use the most. You write your questions in your
notebook, and you can write the date and when the librarian gives you the answer
to them, next time you do the research, if it’s similar, you know the process that
you have to follow by just looking at the notebook and not to say that you won’t
have questions, but you’ll have different questions, which is good. Because I found
that when I have to repeat the same question over and over again, number one, it’s
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a waste of time because that could be an hour that you’re doing the same thing, that
you could have cut back if you had it written down. Then you could ask the
librarian for the next step, which will take you even further into focusing, in
defining your problem. It’s a learning process.
I would recommend the Research and Retrieval [a course for graduate students
in the field of education which teaches, as a part of the course, how to use library
resources, including databases to find published and unpublished research] course
be a requirement. You learn about doing research in the library and reading
research studies. Now, because of the experience I gained using the computers in
that class I can go up to the librarian and tell them “I know a little bit, but I need
help” and they’ve gone and helped me. So now I feel much more comfortable.
You can t ask a question, an intelligent question unless you have some information
about the topic. To ask the question “I don’t know what to do. What do I do?” is
so open ended. That doesn’t give directions to the person. It lets them know that
they have to start from the beginning. But I think you always have to have some
information before you can ask a question. If you’re ignorant to what resources are
there it doesn’t matter how great the need is. I really think it should be a
requirement for freshman, or on an undergrad level. I think that should be a
requirement for graduation. If you have the services, how else will someone
know? How can you ask if you don’t know that it’s there? Unless someone tells
you. That’s pretty sad. I mean you can wait a long time for someone to tell you
(laughs). If they do tell you. I mean, think about it.
One of the things that's really interesting to me and I guess it happened today.
I really do see the library in a different light. I didn’t see it, the point that I was
asking, telling you that we view the library, and I’m projecting, but I think that I
might be representative of a few people. That the library’s a service and not a
teaching tool. That’s one of the most important things that I’ve gotten out of these
three interviews and if that message can be disseminated, that it’s a teaching toolessential that you can’t function at this level, and when I mean this level I don’t
mean doctoral, I mean on a college level, without knowing how to use the library,
and knowing how to use it effectively. You can’t function. You can’t do the best
that you can do as far as doing research and growing. You know what it is? I don’t
think the library is viewed as giving that kind of a service. I never did. This is the
first time I even thought of a librarian doing that. They’re viewed as someone who
will just show you where to go, not teach you something. Actually teach. Yes
teach you now because computers, but before then, the image. You should ask the
question, you should do a survey, “What do you think of a librarian?’ “What do
you think their job is?” You’d be very surprised. It wouldn’t be to teach. I doubt
that the majority of the people would say, to teach us. They view it as a service, as
opposed to as a teaching profession. Even professors. I never thought of it that
way. Think about it.
[To become more receptive to students of all cultures the librarians] should
take an introduction to Multicultural Education, only because you not only deal
with human beings from different cultures, you deal with human beings who
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identify themselves differently as far as gender. You have to deal with that. You
know, you should be aware of that and of your own biases with learning disability
problems. I’m not sure they’re aware of that. I’m always telling them that, I’m
sure everyone there knows I’m dyslexic. I don’t say it anymore because I don’t
need their help, but there are a few you know, that I really do stress and in the
Introduction to Multicultural Education class you really do learn about all those
things, those biases that we have. It doesn’t mean that it’ll change your bias but it
will make you sensitive to it.

Commentary: What Can We Learn From These Interviews?
These interviews served as a motivation for me to continue my efforts in learning
what it is like for Latinos to use an academic library. Themes that emerged from these
interviews were used later as questions in both the survey and interviews. Following is
a summary of some of the issues that emerged from the interviews:
•

Image and job of the librarian,

•

Approachability and attitude of the librarian,

•

Importance of the library for studies,

•

Design of library instruction.

The image and job of the librarian were identified as areas that could affect how
Latinos ask for assistance. Both interviewees expressed ambiguity as far as what the
role of the librarian is and the type of information that could be expected of the
librarian. Suggestions given by the participants were to educate users that the primary
role of the librarian is to teach and to help anyone who comes into the library.
Approachability and attitude of the librarian were also discussed as important factors in
whether or not someone would ask for assistance or return for assistance. Yolanda also
expressed her concerns about the differentiated type of treatment given depending on
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whether someone was a graduate student, faculty member, or a person of color. She
suggested that librarians take courses in multicultural education to educate themselves
and to learn how to be sensitive to the needs of peoples from all cultures, groups, and
ages. Sofia mentioned the importance of the library working towards becoming a more
diverse institution.
Another issue that emerged was that students might not know how important the
library could be for their studies. Teacher involvement was cited as an important
component for helping students realize the importance of the library. Another
suggestion to help make students more aware of the services of the library was to have
librarians do more outreach and work with various student groups and organizations
(especially the student support groups for the various cultures) in order to introduce
students to the resources in the library.
Even though the library has been offering workshops and library instruction, the
type of instruction and how it was delivered were criticized by Yolanda. She had
specific examples of why a “one size fits all” type of program is not helpful to many
students. She and Sofia both had suggestions for improving the program and for the
types of workshops that could be offered.
When reflecting on these interviews, a couple of themes that filled my mind were
that "you cannot assume” and “it’s the librarian’s job to help.” These themes prompted
me to think about all the ways that librarians may be making assumptions when
someone approaches them and also the type of help that librarians currently are not
providing. This pilot study prompted me to develop a list of questions that could be
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used in a survey and in future interviews. (See Appendices C and F.) Below are some
further reflections on the interview process as it was used in this pilot study.
The first interview with Sofia was difficult. It was hard to get her to talk about
personal feelings or events. She, herself, has done in-depth interviewing and at the
second interview asked if I had specific questions. She felt much more comfortable
answering specific questions than talking freely about herself or her experiences. For
the second and third interviews I had prepared a list of questions based on what we had
talked about in the previous interview. These were still open-ended questions but
directed more towards using the library. By the time we had the third interview, Sofia
was talking and laughing freely. It was in the third interview that she offered her
reactions and observations about minorities using the library. Yolanda also held off on
her specific examples related to her difficulties in libraries until the second interview.
Up until this point I had a sense that the two participants glorified libraries and had
experienced no difficulties. It was as if they did not want to reveal anything that might
put their group down or to admit that they felt uncomfortable in the library. I believe
that the three interviews did allow us to develop a relationship. Since I was not of their
cultural group I had to build the trust for them to reveal certain information. If I had
not had the opportunity to do subsequent interviews, I would not have gained such rich
material. Having more than one interview allowed me to reflect on what had been said
and to clarify comments or probe deeper in the ensuing interview. I do believe that the
rapport that was developed during the three interview process was an asset to this
research. During the undergraduate interviews that occurred later, I had hoped to do the
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three interviews with each individual. However, the undergraduates had much more
severe time constraints and were more likely to prefer doing one long interview.
Yolanda was very easy to interview. She liked talking and tended to reflect very
deeply about her experiences and suggestions. The information that she gave me,
especially experiences and suggestions about library instruction sessions, has been so
useful that I started to incorporate it into my library instruction sessions, with positive
results. It is almost impossible for me to assist someone now without her words being
present in my mind about the difficulties someone might have understanding
instructions.
For me these interviews were so illuminating. Because of her past unsuccessful
encounters in being told how to navigate the computers in the library, Yolanda was able
to suggest concrete ways to enhance this instruction. I am now in the process of
formulating proposals to incorporate some of her other suggestions. I also became
aware of how Yolanda and Sofia were very cued into the nonverbal communication that
transpires and were able to tell what they notice, what they like and what they don’t like
as far as the body language of the librarians. Instead of hearing the same information I
have read over and over again in research about the library being intimidating and the
hesitancy for asking questions, I was able to dig deeper and get useful examples of why
this may be occurring, as well as suggestions for overcoming it.
It was also surprising to me to hear Yolanda mention at the very end of the third
interview how the three interviews had caused her to change her view of the library.
She was the one doing most of the talking, yet as a result of the process of reflection
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during the interviews she now saw the library in a different light, as not just a providing
a service, but to teach. I believe the process was very positive for both of us. This was
a great learning experience for me, for as much as I like to feel that I can identify with
Latinos, I am still an outsider. This prompted me to find how an Anglo
librarian/instructor could learn to better instruct and work with Latinos in the
computerized setting and set the background for the surveys, interviews and class
studies that were to follow.
These interviews were originally conducted as part of a research study for a
graduate class that I was taking. However, after analyzing these interviews for
common themes, questions and suggestions, I was motivated to broaden the research to
include a larger sampling. The information provided in these interviews served as a
basis for the research that was subsequently done in other interviews, the classroom
studies, and in the survey.
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CHAPTER 5
RESULTS: HOW DO LATINOS USE THE UNIVERSITY LIBRARY
AND ITS RESOURCES?

The results of the data analysis will be divided into the next two chapters. This
chapter will address the first research question: How do Latinos use the university
library and its resources? Chapter 6 will address the last two research questions: What
facilitates computer usage? and What should librarians understand when working with
Latinos, especially at the computer?
A primary objective of this study was to explore experiences of Latinos using
the library and its technological resources. The analysis in these two chapters includes
data and excerpts from the classroom studies, interviews, surveys, field notes and
observations. The major themes that recurred throughout this study that might impact
how a Latino student views and uses the library, its staff and services will be
summarized here along with major findings related to those themes. Charts, tables and
narratives will be used to illustrate these findings.
Although an original objective was to document differences between Latinos
and non-Latinos, it also became apparent, after analyzing the interviews and the
surveys, that there were differences among Latinos themselves. The data show that
there were differences depending on social class and whether the Latino was bom or
raised in the continental United States or if they were raised in Puerto Rico or another
Latin American country. One of the major findings of this study that will be illustrated
throughout this chapter is that Latinos who were raised outside of the United States tend
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to be more similar to international students in their attitudes and patterns than they are
to Latinos from the United States. Latino students from the United States tend to have
more in common with U.S. non-Latinos than they do with Latinos from elsewhere.
It became necessary to separate the Latinos into two groups: Latinos bom/raised
in the continental U.S. (U.S. Latinos) and those from other Latin American countries
(non-U.S. Latinos, including those bom/raised in Puerto Rico). This allowed me the
opportunity to collect data on the distinguishing characteristics of these groups, to
discover themes common to the groups, and to establish themes that unite as well as
separate them.
Although the major emphasis of this study was on Latino students, results of the
data from non-Latinos and international students who took the survey and/or who were
interviewed will also be included here for comparison purposes, when appropriate.
This chapter will present some of the major findings related to how Latinos use
the university library and its resources. Supporting data and discussions will be
included under each finding.

Social Class and Cultural Capital
•

Finding: Social class and cultural capital were found to be more significant than
ethnicity or language dominance in library use, comfort in the library or asking for
assistance from library personnel. The various aspects of this finding will be
discussed in this chapter.
One theory of why students of the same ethnic/racial/cultural group perform

differently depending on nation of origin is discussed in John Ogbus’s theory of
voluntary versus involuntary minorities (1978, 1987, 1992). Ogbu classified minority
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groups into a) autonomous, b) immigrant or voluntary and c) castelike or involuntary
minorities. Of particular interest here is the distinction between voluntary or
involuntary/castelike minorities. Immigrant or voluntary minorities are those who come
here of their own desire, whereas involuntary minorities are those who were forced to
come here, such as the slaves. Examples of castelike minorities are the American
Indians, Mexican-Americans and Puerto Ricans, who may have been here throughout
but are not able to get beyond the rigid nature of the stratification system as far as
changing social organization or class.
Puerto Ricans could also fit into the voluntary minority group if they have moved
here or are temporarily here to improve their overall opportunities and have a sense that
they will return to the island. They arrive with their social identity intact and may not
perceive the situations in the schools as culturally threatening. They may regard the
current situation as a temporary obstacle to be overcome. In that case, students from
Puerto Rico may maintain their expectations of getting the most out of the system.
Puerto Ricans who have been raised here, however, may fit into the castelike or
involuntary minority group. Whether or not their concept is that they have been
colonized, they may view the Anglos as their oppressors and it may be harder to
separate their attitudes and behaviors about society. These categorizations might help
shed some light on why Puerto Ricans from the island tended to take more advantage of
the resources available to them than did Puerto Ricans who were raised here. Puerto
Ricans from the island may view their stay as a temporary one and feel that they need to
absorb and take advantage of all they can while they are here.
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Social class might also help explain why some Latinos take more advantage of
resources available to them. As pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, only 39%
of the U.S. Latinos in the survey reported that one or more of their parents had attended
college, compared to 62% of non-U.S. Latinos. The educational expectations of these
students are most likely much greater than for students whose parents did not attend
college. Students who had the advantage of early library experiences become more
savvy of how the library and librarian can advance their literary and academic
achievements.
Not only did international students and non-U.S. Latinos rank highest in viewing
librarians as being very helpful, but in a separate question, U.S. Latinos ranked highest
in believing that librarians were not very helpful.
This was contrary to what I had originally assumed. My assumption was that
because of cultural and linguistic differences, non-U.S. Latinos and international
students would have experienced difficulty when asking for assistance and would have
felt their experiences to be more negative. Here culture of place, the understanding that
this “place” is culturally different than what they are familiar with and therefore may
provide unique opportunities to be taken advantage of, may have more of an impact
than linguistic or cultural styles, or traditions and values. Again, the international
students and the non-U.S. may view this “place” as temporary where they are to get all
that they can before returning “ home”.
Closely related to social class is cultural capital, which may also have an impact on
Latinos students’ library experiences. Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 1984; 1986; Bourdieu
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& Passeron, 1977) describes cultural capital as a form of capital that yields “profits” of
distinction that may later be “ converted” into other forms of capital, including
economic and social capital. He also talks about cultural capital as a division among
social classes. In its application in the school system, students of the dominant class
might have more cultural capital than students not of the dominant group, because
typically the schools would value the dominant group’s culture and reinforce certain
forms of knowledge and styles in areas such as speech, art, music etc. If the culture and
values of the working class, poor or immigrant students is underrepresented, than their
social class is further tom down. Merelman (1994; 1995) stated that cultural capital
plays an increasingly significant role in determining status and power and that people of
color are usually disfavored in the distribution of cultural capital.
Using the library as an example, one might see that most students who were
brought up in the Anglo culture will have attained a certain social identity that places
them at an advantage in terms of high-status cultural capital. They already know the
habits, policies and purpose of using libraries. Asking for information may not be as
much of a struggle because they use the same language as librarians, they ask questions
in ways that are understood by librarians, their nonverbal communication patterns are
usually understood by librarians and their cognitive styles are more closely matched to
librarians’ syles so it is easier for librarians to transmit information to them. Thus, they
may clearly understand what the librarian is inferring without the librarian going into a
lot of detail. Someone without this cultural capital may not have the advantage of
understanding how or why something is done a certain way. They may not have had the
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necessary experiences to get the information they need in a way in which they are
accustomed. Therefore, they might be at a disadvantage in the library, simply because
they have not gained the cultural capital needed to function effectively at the library. In
chapter six I will point to the significance of having cultural capital in a library
instruction classroom.
A major question that guided my research was to find out what it was like for
Latinos to use libraries. Based on previous conversations with Latinos and through my
literature search, my premise was that Latinos would talk about not wanting to use the
library and feeling intimidated by using the library. Generally, students indicated a
familiarity with libraries and somewhat understood the need for using libraries, but the
way they use libraries is different, as is their inclination to ask for assistance.
To document and discuss the above finding, this chapter will be comprised of
the following categories: distinguishing characteristics between participants; comfort
level in the library; library use; helpfulness of librarians; and asking for assistance.

Major Differences in the Latino Sample
in Social/Economic Characteristics
This section will discuss the ways that Latinos differed in their use of the library.
First, general characteristics of the participants will be presented, with subsequent
sections documenting the various ways that Latinos differ in how they use resources.
As illustrated in the following charts, the student profiles differ depending on
whether they are U.S. Latinos or non-U.S. Latinos. The U. S. Latino is less likely to
have had a parent who attended college, less likely to live in a dorm, more likely to be
slightly older, and more likely to speak English than the non-U.S. Latino. These
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characteristics might have some bearing on how Latinos use the university library and
its resources, as will be described later on.
For example, there is a big discrepancy reported here between the two groups of
Latinos concerning parents’ college attendance. Non-U.S. Latinos reported a much
higher percentage of parents who attended college (closer to what was reported by nonLatinos) than did U.S. Latinos. This difference in educational attainment by parents
may explain some of the differences in attitudes and motivational factors between the
two groups of Latinos that will be noted throughout this chapter.
Some of the differences may be attributed to the fact that many of those coming
from the island of Puerto Rico are middle class, as opposed to a lower socio-economic
status of Latinos raised on the mainland and those who were able to attend affluent
private schools had more educational advantages and expectations.

Table 2. Parents Who Attended College
Students in Survey
Non Latinos

70

Parents who attended
college
77%

U.S. Latinos

26

39%

Non-U.S Latinos

21

62%

International

12

50%

As is evident in Table 3, most students were full time students and more than
half of the Latinos and international students lived in dorms. Non Latinos rented more
(53%). Other responses given were living with parents/relatives or owning their own
home.
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Table 3. Status of Students and Living Arrangements
Full Time Students

Living in Dorms

Non Latinos

98%

39%

U.S. Latinos

90%

52%

Non-U.S. Latinos

100%

75%

International Students

100%

65%

Ages of respondents ranged from 17 to 33, although the majority of students
were in the 19-22-age range, as indicated in Table 4. The respondents were
predominantly female, although Latinos, in general, were represented almost equally by
males and females. U.S. Latinos indicated a much higher percentage of having English
as their native language than did non-U.S. Latinos.

Table 4. Selected Characteristics of Students from Survey
Age—highest

Female

percentage reported

Native English
Speakers

Non Latinos

20

80%

100%

U.S. Latinos

19-22

58%

56%

Non-U.S. Latinos

19

54%

7%

International

21

100%

16%

The students were primarily chosen from classes offered in the Spanish
Department, the Bilingual Collegiate Program and the School of Education. The
students’ choices of a major area of study were diverse, but primarily were in the
humanities, social sciences and education.
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Comfort in the Library
•

Finding: Non-U.S. Latinos Reported A Much Higher Level Of Comfort At The
Library Than Did U.S. Latinos Or Non Latinos
Results from the survey indicated that there was a difference among students in

perceived comfort in the library. On the survey, which excluded students from the
Essentials of Library Research class, one of the questions was “How comfortable do
you feel in the library?” For all groups “comfortable” was the category most
frequently selected. Contrary to my assumptions, the international students and nonU.S. Latinos indicated feeling more comfortable in the library than did Latinos from the
U.S. and non-Latinos, as illustrated in Figure 1. This comfort level was true regardless
of native language.

Figure 1. Comfort Level in the Library

As a follow-up to comfort level in the library, I correlated English language
ability to comfort level. What I found through the surveys was that language did not
appear to have any bearing on comfort level.
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Table 5 correlates students with English as their native language with their
comfort level at the library. Because most of the non-U.S. Latinos and the international
students did not state that English was their native language; they were not included in
this table, but are compared in Table 6.

Table 5. Native English Speakers and Comfort Level in the Library
Very
Comfortable

Comfortable

Somewhat
Comfortable

Non Latinos

33%

43%

20%

3%

1%

U.S. Latinos

12%

19%

19%

4%

46%

Very
Other
Uncomfortable

Non Latinos felt much more comfortable in the library than did U.S. Latinos,
even if English was reported as their native language. In the next table we see that U.S.
Latinos rated comfort at the library the same whether or not they spoke English as their
native language. This might then imply that language isn't a factor in comfort level. In
fact, non-U.S. Latinos who do not have English as a native language indicated they feel
very comfortable using the library far more frequently than did U.S. Latinos. If
language is not a measure of comfort, are there other issues of comfort that may need to
be taken into consideration?

Ill

Table 6. Comparing Non Native English Speakers to Native English Speakers for
Those Who Feel Very Comfortable in the Library.
Very Comfortable
Native English Speaker

Very Comfortable

Non Latinos

33%

Non Native English
Speaker
NA

U.S. Latinos

12%

12%

Non U.S. Latinos.

NA

35%

One of the advantages of offering an introductory course, such as the Essentials
of Library Research class, is that students gain a familiarity with skills that will enhance
their ability to find information in the library. This was noted in the classroom studies
that I conducted. It also increases their comfort level at the library. Added benefits are
that students also learn how to ask questions and how to be more specific in their
requests. The familiarity and comfort level that they obtain through such a course
allows them to take risks in their information seeking tasks.
In interviews, informal conversations, and the journal logs of the students from
both classroom studies of the Essentials of Library Research class, students frequently
spoke of their discomfort with the library and how their attitude and comfort level
changed after having taken the course. Below I discuss what comfort might mean to
Latino students based on recurring themes in this study.
Comfort had different connotations for many students. Students often
mentioned fear as being synonymous with discomfort. When students spoke of fear,
they were usually referring to the fear of not knowing how to use the library. Once they
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learned how to use the resources, they no longer felt “afraid” of looking for something
or appearing to be “ stupid”. Examples of this will be provided later.
Fear could also be associated with asking someone for assistance. Many
students said they felt uncomfortable using the library because it was not too functional.
In this library the service points are not located conveniently on one or two floors.
Instead, they are scattered throughout the numerous floors of the library. In addition,
the elevators do not all go to the same floors. Therefore, students who start at one floor
of the library may have to go to three or four other floors to find their ultimate answer.
In doing so, they may end up on the wrong floor, get frustrated or give up. Because of
the layout of the library and the bureaucracy that necessitates sending students to other
parts of the library, students often feel apprehensive about leaving one point to search
for another unknown area in this vast building.
Other common associations with comfort referred to feeling secure or
knowledgeable about what one was doing at the library. Another category of comfort
had to do with physical comfort: seating, lighting, etc. This section will be divided by
the various interpretations of comfort:
1. Cultural identity/Perspectives/Fear
2. Functionality/Bureaucracy
3. Feeling physically comfortable
4. Feeling secure/knowledgeable about what one is doing
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Cultural Identity/Perspectives/Fear
As previously identified by Yolanda in the pilot study, cultural identity can play
a large part in whether or not someone feels comfortable in an environment. Within the
area of cultural identity lie additional themes, such as how students’ lower selfesteem
and previous encounters with racism or language barriers in the library may preclude
them from fully taking advantage of the services offered them, especially if they are
intimidated or are reluctant to ask questions. One student mentioned, in a survey that “I
wish there were people available who “ looked like me,” and another said he wished
there were “people who could understand me.” A couple of students in the Internet for
Latino Studies course were very outspoken about racial tensions on campus and in how
“being different” impacted services provided, not just at the library but also in
classroom situations. Excerpts from these conversations will be included in the next
chapter, where the discussion focuses more on cultural and racial experiences students
have had on campus.

F unctionality/Bureaucracy
The library is a tall building that is not too conducive to easy retrieval of
materials for patrons. The research floor is down one level from the entrance level.
Current periodicals are two floors up. Reserve materials are three floors up and
circulating books could be on several other floors. Thus, there are inherent difficulties
for students that might not be mirrored at most institutions.
Students frequently commented that the layout was not easy for research. The
discomfort students felt in the library also had a lot to do with having to wait a long
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time for an elevator, having to go from floor to floor for materials, or the library being
confusing, complicated or overwhelming. Several students also pointed out that it
would be helpful to see a desk at the entry point where somebody could go to and ask a
question. Jose, a senior in the Essentials of Library Research class, wrote this in his email journal, “ Monday was my first day to ever search for a book at the library and I
found it quite a pain to find these books. I hope this process can be much easier in the
long run.” If Jose hadn’t taken the class he most likely wouldn’t have even come to the
library for research, and if he had, he probably wouldn’t have returned after this first
encounter.
Many Latino students interviewed and almost half of the Latino students on the
survey indicated that they felt the library was in some ways too bureaucratic. Students
did not like getting shuffled from one department to another or having to perform so
many steps to get one article.
Following is an excerpt from Anne, the only Anglo student taking the Essentials
of Library Research class. She also worked in the current periodical room on the
second floor of the library and took the class to learn how to use the library so that she
could better serve people in her department. Typically, the periodical room staff is not
trained in how to retrieve information from databases. Instead, they would just refer
students down to the reference floor. She recounts her first encounter in the library,
ironically in the same department where she now works.
I do remember that my first experience [as a library user] was on the second floor
and it was horrible. I vowed never to go back to that floor and left without doing
my assignment because the lady at the counter was so rude.
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She also relates how being in a class with students of a culture different from her
own has helped her to be more aware of frustrations others may have in the library. In
the following excerpt she illustrates how she went the extra step as she was working one
day, rather than just doing “ what we normally do.” It is the norm for many staff at the
library to stay at their station and not offer to go with a patron to another area or floor.
In fact, we might hear them say, “ I can’t leave the desk.” Anne took the initiative to
find a way to put the patron first.
Another helpful component of this class is that I am conscious of how I act towards
patrons and find useful information from my classmates. The other day a
gentleman came up to the desk and asked where he could find a volume that was
upstairs that he was unable to find. He said that he had found the volume but not
the particular number. So I told him that he should go to the circulation office.
Before I fully completed this he said how he just came from there and that he was
directed towards the 2nd floor. I could also tell that he was growing very impatient
from the tone of his voice. So I told him he could fill out a search card and we
would tell him where the book was. He didn’t seem pleased but he filled out the
card anyway. Finally I told him to wait a minute and left the desk and ran to find
the other student on duty. I asked him to watch the desk and told the man that I
would go up with him and help him. He seemed very happy with this. We went up
to the eighteenth floor and I found it. The problem was that he opened volume 21
and saw the first was volume 21, number 1 and did not know to flip through. So I
explained to him how it worked and that if he ever had a problem just ask for
someone to come up with you. He patted me on the back and even asked for my
name. It felt extremely nice that he will probably not have a completely negative
feeling of that visit. And the next time he will probably be more apt to ask for help.
Thank you very much for letting me take this class. It has really helped me in my
job be even more helpful.
Feeling Physically Comfortable
One of the greatest responses to the open-ended questions on the survey was to the
question: What would inspire you to use the library more often? The comments tended
to fall into the categories of: more comfortable seating; better lighting; later hours; a
snack bar; more welcoming people (including more smiles); a warmer; more stimulating
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environment; better ventilation, and a place where people can talk. One student on the
survey wrote “I don’t like to spend lots of time there to study because it’s more
comfortable at the Student Union.” Other students preferred their dorm room.
Comments such as these make a statement not only about how uncomfortable the
library is physically, but also about its usefulness. If, in fact, students prefer to study in
a different environment because they are more physically comfortable, then the staff at
the library has little opportunity to even begin to assist these students in their studies.
The library environment needs to be inviting, comfortable and welcoming so that
students choose to go there. As it is, students need to make an effort to travel to the
library. The parking is inconvenient, and it is sometimes a long walk to reach the
library, depending on the location of the dorm or classroom. If the physical
environment of the library is not conducive to studying, students will most likely use
other locations to study; thus remaining strangers to the library and its richness in
information.

Feeling Secure/Knowledgeable About What One is Doing
Many students in the Essentials of Library Research class expressed discomfort in
the library because they did not know what to do. This was also echoed in many of the
interviews that I conducted, and in the e-mail journal responses such as with Jasmine,
who wrote,
Coming to the library has been easier for me ever since this class started. Before I
would never come to the library. I would feel lost and confused and did not know
where to start looking for information. Now I know where to go to get information
and once I get it I know where to find it.
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Being “afraid” or “scared” were common adjectives used when describing the
library. In response to being asked what they were afraid of, Javier, for example, wrote:
Originally I was intimidated by the idea of stepping into this place. But now I have
a better understanding of its facilities and I’m not afraid as much anymore.

In an interview, Margarita commented that:
My attitude of coming to the library was a scary one. I think we covered a lot of
things [in this class] that have been useful to me. For example, I helped a friend of
mine find books on aids and cancer and I used some skills that we used two weeks
ago, like adding “ and” in between and she got what she needed. My attitude has
changed because I’m not afraid of searching for a book, because I know how to
find it.

These responses are typical of those who felt uneasy coming to the library until
after they learned how to use the library. These students did not, perhaps, own the
cultural capital - the knowledge and skill at manipulating ideas or symbols in their own
interest or to their advantage. Once students in the Essentials of Library Research class
learned how to use the library, and how to ask for information so that the librarians
would understand their need, their interpretation of comfort focused mostly on how
comfortable they felt finding information for their papers. In this sense comfort was
closely tied to knowledge. Once students felt secure in finding information, they were
comfortable using the library.
Latinos frequently commented on being confused and feeling that help from the
staff was insufficient. Following is an excerpt from Laura, a sophomore Latina student
from Puerto Rico, enrolled in the library course.
To be honest, before I was assigned to this class I did not have a lot of
experience using the library resources, like Info Trak, reference sources,
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databases, listservs, library catalog and even from the four colleges. I did not
know how many resources the library provided to the students. Before, I did not
like to go to the library when I had to get information for a research paper. I felt
this way because often when I typed the topic in subject heading and it gave me
the title of the book, I had discover [sic] that the book was checked out. Then I
would get nervous because I did not know what else to do. At that time I did not
know that there were other type of resources that provided me with information
about any topic. If I was another person I should had gone to get help from the
librarian, but I did not. Instead I went to my room.

This semester my feeling [about the library and using the library resources has
changed]. I feel more comfortable finding information because getting enrolled
in the class has provided me with the resource tools I needed to come to the
library to find information for any research paper I need to do. If I am asked to
do a paper right now I am glad to do it because I have all the library resources I
need to get information in a few hours. Learning to use the library resources
gave me the chance to go to the library everyday to check all the resources. I
have not left the library empty-handed because there have been always a new
information useful for my bibliography. Now I do not know how to stay away
from the library after learning a lot about the library resources.

In Laura’s case, it is evident that comfort level is associated with knowledge as
she explains her attitude before the class and after having taken the class. Notice also
how she says that “If I were another person I should have gone to get help from a
librarian, but I didn’t.” She later explained that she was always timid about asking
people for help. She was able to overcome this timidity by acquiring the necessary
knowledge to do research and learning how to phrase a question so that the librarian
could better assist her.
Many other students also spoke about how they were less nervous, lost or
confused using the library once they gained the necessary knowledge of how to get
started and what to do. Ricardo, a junior who had to travel from Worcester every day,
spoke about how his attitudes of using the library changed after he took the class. Prior
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to the class, he would never come into the library, but would have someone else do the
work for him. He mentioned that he had previously relied on other people because he
felt useless in a library. His nervousness and discomfort were replaced by a sense of
confidence in what he could do.
Although the interviews and journal responses from the students helped identify
why students might feel uncomfortable in the library, the data did not explain why non
U.S. Latinos should feel more comfortable using the library than do U.S. Latinos. One
possible reason for the difference could be that non-U.S. Latinos use the library for
different purposes than do U.S. Latinos. That will be discussed next.

Library Use
•

Finding: Non-U.S. Latinos Used the Library More Frequently and Took
Advantage of More Resources Than Did U.S. Latinos
In this section the following issues will be reviewed: frequency of library use;

resources used at the library; facilities used at the library; perceived need or importance
of using the library and teacher influence on using the library. These issues were
identified as areas where Latinos differed in their use of library resources. U.S. Latinos
ranked far below Non-U.S. Latinos in every category for the resources used to find
information. Non-U.S. Latinos used the library more frequently than did U.S. Latinos
and reported the highest use of reference and reserve of all groups surveyed.
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Frequency of Library Use
In survey responses, non-U.S. Latinos indicated a much higher rate of using the
library than did U.S. Latinos. Yet, their frequency of library use does not necessarily
indicate that they are more knowledgeable about resources or facilities at the library than
U.S. Latinos. In Figure 2, non-U.S. Latinos indicated that they use the library for most of
their research needs at a higher level than do U.S. Latinos. Yet, what does “ for most of
my research needs” mean to students? For some students, it may mean browsing through
current periodicals, which practically needs no introduction. For many, it may mean using
the Internet to find information. At the time of this survey, the Internet was only available
in the computer labs, a separate entity of the library. Undergraduates may not have many
academic “needs” and may simply use the library to study or socialize. Therefore, the
response to this question could be deceptive if one just looks at frequency of use. This
question is broken down further in the next section to try to determine specifically how the
library is used.
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Figure 2. Use of Library (Frequency)

Resources Used at the Library
U.S. Latinos and non-U.S. Latinos did use the library differently. Non-U.S. Latinos
tended to rely more heavily on textbooks, friends, references they already had and the
Internet, than did U.S. Latinos. In other words, they did not use the resources on the
reference floor of the library in the same capacity as did the non Latinos or U.S. Latinos
who reported heavier use of databases, indexes and resources at the library, as illustrated
in Figure 3.
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Resources Used to Find Materials

H Non Latinos
g U.S. Latinos
□ Non U.S. Latinos
□ International Students

B5a

B5b

B5c

B5d

B5e

Figure 3. Resources Used to Find Materials

The following charts make clear that Latinos use resources in the library at a fairly
high rate. However, when correlating that use with those who reported using the library
for most of their research needs, the percentages shift as is evident in Table 7. Non-U.S.
Latinos reported using reference more than U.S. Latinos. These data confirm that not
only do non-U.S. Latinos use the library more frequently than U.S. Latinos, but also take
advantage of some of the specialized services within the library at a higher rate than U.S.
Latinos.
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Table 7. Reference Use
% of all who
said they use
Reference

% of those who said they use Reference
correlated with those use the library for most
of their research needs

Non Latinos

67%

49%

U.S. Latinos

62%

20%

Non-U.S. Latinos

76%

24%

International

83%

17%

In Figure 3 we saw that U.S. Latinos ranked far beneath non-U.S. Latinos in every
category for the resources used to find information, except for databases and indexes. Yet,
when specifically asked about reference use, where these databases and indexes are, they
reported less use of this service than did non-U.S. Latinos, as seen in Table 7 above. In
fact, they reported the least use of reference of all groups surveyed. How could non-U.S.
Latinos report a higher use of reference than U.S. Latinos, but report a lower use of
databases and indexes than U.S. Latinos? The responses from these two questions should
have been comparable. A possible reason for this discrepancy may be that non-U.S.
Latinos had not previously been told that what they were using was a database or index
and therefore did not indicate that they used those resources. In interviews I usually had to
explain more to non-U.S. Latinos examples of databases on the reference floor, which
could be attributed to them not understanding the term “database.

Once I named some of

the databases, such as InfoTrac, they were then able to affirm which databases they used.
The term “reference” was more commonly understood for all groups. Therefore, it may
be that terminology was unknown to non-U.S. Latinos, causing a lower reporting of the
use of databases and indexes.
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Even though non-U.S. Latinos reported a higher use of reference than U.S. Latinos
and non-Latinos, the percentages shift again when comparing reference use for those who
use the library for most of their research needs. Here there was a much higher percentage
of non-Latinos who reported using the reference area, as compared to Latinos, as seen in
Table 7 above. Although the use of reference, in general, is fairly high for all groups, it
appears that Latinos may not consistently use reference, but rather may use other
resources at the library.

Table 8. Reserve Use
% of all who said they
use Reserve

% of those who said they use Reserve
correlated with those use the library for most
of their research needs

Non Latinos

51%

32%

U.S. Latinos

42%

29%

Non U.S. Latinos

62%

15%

International

33%

17%

In general, non-U.S. Latinos reported the highest use of reserve, as seen in Table 8
above. However, when correlating the use of reserve to those students who use the library
for most of their research needs, non-Latinos and U.S. Latinos used reserve more.
Students essentially use the reserve department to read or photocopy articles placed there
for a particular class. It would seem that although non-U.S. Latinos do take advantage of
that service more than the other groups, they do not rely on it as heavily as one of their
primary sources to satisfy their research needs.
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In the above two comparisons of reference and reserve use, there is an indication
that the more one uses the library for research, the less dependency one has on using
specifically reference and reserve. It may be that one has found alternate ways to get
information, or has learned how to find the information independently.
Latinos tended not to use reference sources or look for books or journals in the
current periodical room if they do come to the library. If fact, a range of 17 - 24% of
Latino and International students reported that they used the current periodical room,
compared to 49% of non-Latinos. It would seem very difficult for students to do any type
of research without the use of journal articles. Some Latinos indicated that they have only
been to the library to get a book that a professor had placed at the reserve desk.
The survey question in Table 9 below correlated native English users with
resources they use to find information. Even removing language as a consideration,
U.S. Latinos ranked far below non-Latinos in taking advantage of the resources
available to find information for papers.

Table 9. Native English and Resources Used to Find Information.
Textbooks &
Materials
from Class

Information
From Friends
& Professors

Bibliographies
& References
From Articles
I Have

Databases,
Indexes, etc.

Internet

Non Latinos

80%

41%

40%

79%

63%

U.S. Latinos

39%

27%

23%

35%

39%

Non-U.S.

71%

48%

48%

43%

67%

Latinos
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Table 10. Latinos Compared for Resources Used (Non-U.S. Latinos compared with
U.S. Latinos who reported English as their native language.)
Textbooks &
Materials
from Class

Information
From Friends
& Professors

Bibliographies
& References
From Articles I
Have

Databases,
Indexes, etc.

Internet

U.S. Latinos

39%

27%

23%

35%

39%

Non-U.S.

71%

48%

48%

43%

67%

Latinos.

U.S. Latinos ranked far below non-U.S. Latinos in every category for the
resources used to find information. So, language may not be an issue in motive or
reasons for finding or not finding information. In fact, Latinos from the United States
who speak English as their native language ranked far beneath Latinos who are not from
the U.S. and who have Spanish as their native language.

Facilities Used at the Library
Facilities are those places that are not directly related to reference functions.
Although the computer lab is housed in the library, it is not a library department, rather,
the Office of Information Technology operates it. It offers word processing and Internet
access. Many students did report that they solely used the computer lab in the library.
However, I also wanted to get an indication of the extent of computer use by students,
which might offer some idea of their familiarity with computers.
Study areas ranked as the most heavily used facility at the library, with non-U.S.
Latinos and international students using study areas the most. Non-U.S. Latinos reported
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highest use of the computer lab. The previously reported high percentage of non-U.S.
Latinos who use the library might be misleading in that they may be in the library but not
using it for research purposes, such as the retrieval of information related to academic
purposes. Granted, the Internet now offers many research possibilities, but at the time of
this study, most of the access to databases and subject specialty research was restricted to
the reference floor of the library.

Table 11. Other Facilities Used at the Library
Study Areas

Computer Lab

Non Latinos

70%

53%

U.S. Latinos

73%

58%

Non-U.S. Latinos

90%

76%

International

83%

50%

In interviews, students spoke about how they used the library and how learning
about the resources at the library had been useful. There were many students who
expressed reluctance in coming to the library because they didn’t know it had anything
they could use; it was too overwhelming; they felt intimidated; or they were unfamiliar
with how to use it. Once they learned what the library had to offer, their frequency of use
increased.
Margarita, an undergraduate, had had a general tour of the university campus
before deciding to come to this institution. She found that very useful, but spoke of the
regret that she didn’t know that the library offered specific tours for students at the
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beginning of each semester. She feels this would have allowed her to learn about and to
better use the resources available at the library.

Perceived Need or Importance of Using the Library
After hearing from various students that they wished they had known about what
the library had to offer earlier, I began exploring what role the library played in the
students’ academic life. I asked on the survey and in interviews if they felt the library
was important for their studies, if they thought their grades improved after using the
library and if their instructors asked them to use the library.
Less than a third of all respondents in the survey felt that the library was
consistently important to their studies. Latinos and non-Latinos ranked the library
equally low in importance, not seeing it as an important resource for doing their studies.
For many students, the library is only a place to study or to use the computer facilities
of the Office of Information Technology (also located in the building). Fewer than 34%
thought if was very useful or that they couldn’t do their studies as effectively without it.
The highest response was that the library is useful at times. Less than a third of all
respondents in the survey felt that the library was consistently important to their studies,
even when comparing those students who used the research tools available to therm
One Latino student made this comment after he took the Essentials of Library
Research class about the importance of libraries: “It’s essential for a college student to
know how to use the computers available to find books, journals and newspapers,
especially when doing a research paper.”
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Table 12. Is the Library Important for Your Studies?
Yes, I couldn’t do my
studies as effectively
without it

Yes, very
useful

Yes, at times

Non Latinos

30%

24%

43%

U.S. Latinos

31%

19%

50%

0%

Non-U.S.
Latinos

24%

33%

53%

0%

Other
(negative
responses)
13%

Less than a third of all respondents in the survey felt that the library was consistently
important to their studies, even for those students who indicated that they used the
research tools available to them. Overall, however, the Latinos rated the library as
being more important to their studies than non-Latinos. In fact, only the non-Latinos
gave any negative responses to the importance of the library. It was my assumption that
those students who used databases and indexes would feel the library was more
important to their studies, than students who didn't report using those tools. Table 13,
however, shows that not even one-third of those students felt that they couldn't do their
studies as effectively without using the library.

Table 13. Library Importance for Those Who Use Databases or Indexes
Other

Yes, I couldn’t
do my studies as
effectively
without it

Yes, the library
is useful

Yes, at times

Non Latinos

27%

20%

29%

U.S. Latinos

15%

12%

31%

1 24%
42%

Non-U.S.
Latinos

15%

13%

15%

47%
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Of students who used databases, indexes and research resources at the library.
non-Latinos tended to feel that the library was more important for their studies than did
Latinos. In interviews I attempted to find out what resources students use if they don't
use the library. A very common response was that they use the Internet. Chapter 6
contains a discussion of the use of computers for research.
After analyzing the question of the importance of the library and finding that the
library was perceived as not all that important. I wondered if students connected grades
to library use. Yolanda, in the pilot study, made a strong case for the use of libraries
and the importance they can play in improving grades. The results in the following
table indicate that most students in the survey did not affirm that their grades improved
after using the library.

49%

U.S. Latinos

42%

Non-U.S.
Latinos

33%

53%

NO
o

Maybe
00

Non Latinos

Yes
24%

UJ

Table 14. Do You Feel Your Grades Improve after Having Used the Library?
No
20%

Other
7%

15%
14%

5%
0%

Latinos were more likely to feel that their grades improved than were non-Latinos.
The highest response w as that maybe they improved. The majority of students did not
affirm that their grades improved after they used the library. In fact, almost as many
non-Latinos felt that their grades did not improve, as did those who felt they did
improve. U.S. Latinos tended to think that their grades improved more than did the
others.
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For those who answered “maybe grades improved,” I was curious to know if
these students used reference services or databases. It was my assumption that if they
did use these services, they would end up with better papers and therefore better grades.
I wanted to know if the students who had some familiarity with these services also felt
that they were beneficial to their grades. Unfortunately, as illustrated in Table 15
below, there was not a high correlation. It appears that even students who are using
these services don't feel they are beneficial in helping them get better grades on their
papers.

Table 15. Comparing Responses for “Maybe Grades Improve” To Correlate with
Those That Also Answered That They Use Specific Library Tools

Non Latinos
U.S. Latinos
Non-U.S. Latinos

Maybe and use
databases and/or
indexes at library
37%

Maybe and use
reference at the
library

27%

15%
30%

9%

35%

From the surv ey results, I was left with the impression that the library was of little
importance to the undergraduate students. There was little correlation between using
the library to get information for papers and grade improvement.

Table 16. Perceived Grade Improvement
Felt their grades improved after
using library
Non-Latinos

18%

U.S. Latinos

27%

Non-U.S. Latinos

22%
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Graduate students were more inclined to believe that the library was important and
a lot of this may be attributed to faculty members encouraging them to use the library,
as noted by many of the respondents in interviews.

Teachers’ Influence On the Use of the Library
The influence of teachers is an important consideration in whether or not a student
will use the library. Many students indicated that the only thing that would make them
use the library more often was more papers by the professors and some specific mention
by the professor to use the library. They didn’t indicate that they would use it to do a
better paper or to get information that would improve their grades. In fact, as
previously indicated, very few students believed that their grades improved after having
used the library.
For example, one of the survey questions asked, “Do instructors/professors ask
you to use the library?” The most common response by non-U.S. Latinos was yes, as
noted in Table 17. It would be interesting to find out which professors do ask them to
use the library and why there was such a discrepancy between the two groups of
Latinos.

Table 17. Do Instructors/Professors Ask You to Use the Library?

Yes, Many Have

A Few Have

Non Latinos

53%

39%

8%

U.S. Latinos

6%

42%

12%

76%

10%

14%

Non-U.S. Latinos
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No

In conversations, students remarked that they thought teachers assumed students
would use the library and already know how to use it. As a consequence, their
professors didn t really say anything about using the library. In interviews with
students, it was difficult for them to recall teachers explaining the benefits of using the
library. In fact, it was very common for students to avoid the library for most of their
college years. Typically, a student might first come to the library if a teacher set up a
library instruction section with a librarian or some sort of scavenger hunt. Roberto, a
senior, spoke about his introduction to the library during his college writing freshman
year.
I m not sure if all the teachers do it, but he made us come to the library and get
acquainted with everything like the reference desk, where the online catalogs
are, where the computer terminals are, where the periodicals floor is and all this
other stuff. He basically said, “You’re going to go to the library. I want you to
find all this stuff in it and I want you to write a paper about it. Give me the
information about what you find there.”
Even though the teacher got the students to explore the library, Roberto doesn’t
remember the teacher explaining anything about why they need to do it, except that they
would eventually have to use the library to get information for their papers. However,
Roberto did point out that at least it made him feel more comfortable to go there if he
had to.
At the undergraduate level, there was a great discrepancy between Latinos and nonLatinos in their willingness to use the library. The majority of the Latinos indicated a
reluctance to use the library. At the graduate level, there were fewer differences. In
addition to other considerations mentioned in this study, one may be that more teachers
ask the students to use libraries at the graduate level (as indicated on the survey), thus
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pushing students to learn something about the library. There are also classes offered at the
graduate level (in the School of Education, for example) that are designed to help with
research and retrieval methods at the library. The library also holds library sessions for
classes that are prearranged by the instructor of the course and the librarian. Few students
indicated that they had ever had one of those library sessions.

Helpfulness of Librarians
The issue of whether or not the librarian was helpful emerged from the pilot study
as an important area to pursue with other students. When describing librarians, Sofia,
from the pilot study and subsequent students did not necessarily know there were
professional and para professional librarians. Here the term “ librarian” may signify not
only professionally trained librarians with master’s degrees, but also any person
working behind a desk at the library.

Table 18. How Helpful Are the Librarians?
Very Helpful
Non Latinos

39%

U.S. Latinos

39%

Non-U.S. Latinos

62%

International Students

84%

The survey question about the helpfulness of librarians also yielded many negative
comments such as “Most of the staff is not user friendly; there is very little help.”
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In interviews, several people told me of rude librarians and explained how they
will avoid certain people. Roberto, a senior, had some unpleasant encounters at the
library but gives his interpretations of why people might be rude.
Frustration, for lack of a better word is a bitch. If somebody’s frustrated they
might take things out on you, or act in a certain way against you. There’ve been
times when I’ve known that to happen. They might unload their frustrations on
you. They might not be frustrated with you, but that’s the way it comes out.
They might come off rude or come off unprofessional and that, in itself, is a
problem. So, it’s a personal thing that some people need to separate because
maybe their frustrations have nothing to do with the guy... I understand that a
lot of people that work in the library are students, they also have their stresses.
[You] have to have some kind of standards. I don’t care what you’re doing
outside of here or what your life is like outside of here, when I’m here you’re
supposed to be courteous and give me the help I ask for.

Difficulties in being understood by librarians was a common response by Latino
students, as well as their perception that librarians seem not to care. It may not be
possible for librarians to spend the necessary time developing rapport and trust with
students before directing them to needed resources. Interaction styles among Latinos
and non-Latinos and cross-cultural communication between the groups tend to be very
different and this may cause conflicts when negotiating the reference interview. Many
times a librarian might misinterpret what a student is asking and provide information
that is not appropriate. One student in the survey commented that “I have problems
with a misunderstanding or a lack of knowledge that the librarians have about Spanish
books, authors, language.” Students felt that librarians should take the time with them
to show that they understand and care about their needs. This need for personal contact
will be discussed further in the next chapter.
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To be noted is that the non-U.S. Latinos and international students ranked the
helpfulness of librarians remarkably higher than the other two groups, as seen in the
following figure. Yet, perhaps more questions are needed to help determine what
helpfulness means to the students and whether or not expectations are different
depending on culture, ethnicity, country of origin or amount of time in the area.
• Ask students to define what helpfulness means to them.
• Are there different measures that non-U.S. Latinos and international students use
to gauge helpfulness, as compared to students who have been in the country for a
length of time?
• What services does a librarian need to provide to be considered very helpful?
• Are students judging helpfulness by the attitude of the librarian and if so, are
there differences that are more important or more noticeable to students who have
been in the U.S. for a short period or students from the U.S.?
• Does perception of racism impact how students view the helpfulness of
librarians? Do they perceive librarians giving preferential treatment to certain
groups in power or to those who are most similar to themselves?

Responses to these questions could enlighten librarians as to what they might do
to improve their perceived helpfulness and image to students.
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How Helpful are the Librarians?

□ Non Latinos
B U.S. Latinos
□ Non-U.S. Latinos
□ International Students

Figure 4. How Helpful Are the Librarians?

The Role of the Librarian
When discussing the students’ use of the library, I asked students, in interviews,
how they find the information they need and whether or not they asked for assistance. I
wanted to hear of the experiences students had when approaching someone for help and
if these interactions were positive or negative for them. These interactions could
influence whether or not students used the library and to what degree. In several
conversations, students seemed unclear about the type of help they could get in the
library and who to go to for that assistance.
A Cuban faculty member from the Department of Spanish and Portuguese had
suggested that I ask students if they know who to go to for help in the library, as he had
a sense that Latino students wouldn’t know who to ask. Common responses to that
question were to go to the person at the desk. Yet, when I explored further, I found that
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many Latino students were hesitant to approach anyone at the desk, and instead left.
Furthermore, when asked why they didn’t ask for help, it became clear that students
didn’t really understand that the primary job of that person at the desk was to help
patrons.
Roberto understood that many of the staff at the library are students and he was
willing to make considerations for their behavior. However, when speaking with other
students it was clear that they hadn’t really thought about the education level or training
of the person behind the desk. Margarita, an undergraduate, believed that anyone sitting
behind a desk was a librarian. Even though she personally never asks for help, she
understands that the person behind the desk is there to help. She believes all people
behind the desk are librarians. In fact, there are very few people sitting at desks in the
library’s public areas who are professional librarians.
It’s obvious that they’re a librarian, that they’re there to help people. You’re sitting
behind the reference desk. So, if you’re sitting behind the reference desk it means that
you work in the library. If you work in the library you must know where stuff is
located or refer me to somebody. So, to me that’s obvious if you need help to go to
them, the people behind the reference desk or the information desk.

I know that’s their job, but I like to do things on my own. If it’s a situation where I
have no alternative and don’t know what the heck I’m doing then yes, I'll go to them,
because they know what they’re doing. So they can help me.

Even though Roberto seemed to appreciate the job a librarian has, he believed that
librarians should be more animated. He felt that the personality of the librarian could
encourage more students to approach that person.
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I understand that the librarian’s job is hard and sometimes it may be boring or
monotonous. When a student comes up and asks a question, I guess it would help
to have someone with an outgoing personality. If you’re an introvert then you’re
going to explain things quietly, maybe unanimated.

Jane, an Anglo graduate student who worked with Mexican Americans in Texas,
described her students’ views of librarians. She found that they were reluctant to
approach the desk because the librarians were busy doing other tasks. She tried to
emphasize to the students that it was the librarian’s job to stop what they were doing and
help the student. She also mentioned how important it is for a librarian to smile and be
friendly. It makes them much less intimidating and more approachable to any student.

Asking for Assistance
•

Finding: Non-U.S. Latinos Were Twice As Likely To Ask
for Assistance as U.S. Latinos.
Previously discussed was whether or not students felt comfortable at the library and

how helpful they feel librarians are. If a student did not feel comfortable using the library
or felt that the librarian was not helpful, they were much less likely to ask for assistance.
Instead, they would leave the library. In fact, some students reported having such
negative experiences when asking for assistance that they refused to do it again. Below
are the results of the survey questions pertaining to asking for assistance. Latinos differed
in a couple of responses depending on whether they were raised in the U.S. or not.
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Asking for Assistance

□ Non Latinos
■ U.S. Latinos
□ Non-U.S. Latinos
□ International Students

B8a

B8b

B8c

B8d

B8e

Figure 5. Asking for Assistance
The results from this question indicate that more than twice as many non-U.S.
Latinos as U.S. Latinos are likely to ask for assistance whenever they don’t know what
to do or where to look. U.S. Latinos indicated that they are more likely to only ask
occasionally. This was surprising to me, since the non-U.S. Latinos predominantly had
Spanish as their native language. Again, it appears that speaking a native language
other than English is not a deterrent to asking questions. Table 18 below shows three of
the response categories that were relevant to this question.

Table 19. Asking for Assistance: How Often Do You or Would You Ask a Librarian
for Assistance?
Never Ask

Occasionally Ask

Whenever I Don’t
Know What to Do

Non Latinos

4%

33%

43%

U.S. Latinos

12%

42%

23%

Non-U.S. Latinos

0%

38%

48%
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The following table includes all the responses given to the above question but is
further broken down by first correlating those answers to native English speakers and
also including responses from the category of feeling “comfortable at the library.”

Table 20. Native English Speaker and Asking for Assistance
Comfortable

Occasionall

Only after

Whenever I

Frequently

at the library

y ask

searched a

don’t know

ask

long time

what to do

Never ask

Non
Latinos

43%

33%

11%

43%

10%

04%

U.S.
Latinos

19%

15%

42%

19%

0%

08%

Language and Asking for Assistance
Non Latinos (English speakers) tend to ask librarians for assistance more
frequently and may ask sooner than U.S. Latinos. If U.S. Latinos who are English
speakers ask for assistance, it tends to be after they have searched a long time for
something.
Table 19 indicated that non-U.S. Latinos tended to ask questions sooner and more
frequently than did Latinos from the mainland, regardless of native language. In
summary, non-U.S. Latinos tend to feel more comfortable using libraries than do
Latinos from the mainland, even if they don’t ask for assistance.
During informal conversations with students and through interviews, I asked them
whether or not they found what they hoped to find at the library. The perceived success
of a library visit depended a lot on whether or not a student was able to go away with
something, even if it wasn’t what they originally had gone in for. I wanted to find out if

142

students who asked questions felt they were more successful than those who didn’t ask
questions. I also wanted to know if students who asked questions or used the library
were finding what they needed. It was my assumption that students who asked for
assistance would be more successful and feel that asking questions was beneficial.
One of the survey questions asked “ How successful have you been at finding what
you want at the library?” Here I wanted to get some idea of students’ perception of
success. I correlated these answers to their responses about how often they asked a
librarian for assistance to see if those who reported finding what they needed also asked
for assistance more frequently.
Only a third or less of all students who asked the librarian for assistance whenever
they didn’t know what to do or where to look indicated that they usually found
something useful.

Table 21. Those Who Reported Finding Something Useful
Usually find something useful when they
ask the librarian for help whenever they
don’t know what to do or where to look
Non-Latinos

30%

U.S. Latinos

19%

Non-U.S. Latinos

26%

International

33%

This response is alarming in that it indicates that even when students ask for
assistance, they may not be satisfied with the result. Around 30% of the responses from
all groups answered “I usually find something, even if it isn’t what I wanted.” Fewer
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than 10% in all groups reported giving up because of frustration. These are results of
people who had asked for assistance. This poses an important question to librarians:
why aren t students finding what they ask for even after they have asked for assistance?
Following are excerpts of interviews with two students about asking for assistance at the
library.
Angela, a junior in the Essentials ot Library Research Class was a regular library
user, yet she had difficulties with the reference interactions with librarians.
Another issue for me was asking the librarians for help. Many of the times I
stayed away from asking for help because at times I ended up more confused
about what I was looking for than when I began.

Angela clarified this by saying that the librarians told her too much. They gave
her more information than what she had asked for or they didn’t stop to ask her if this is
what she w anted or needed, but just kept on going. Now she knows how to ask more
specifically for what she needs and to ask for clarification.
Mabel, a junior in the Essentials of Library Research class, mentioned that before
the class “the help that I got from people that worked there [the library] didn’t help me,
but this class has.” Later comments indicated that the way the librarians explained
things to her wasn't helpful because they went too fast and assumed she knew what they
were talking about. She needed to go one step at a time. She didn’t understand the
words they were using or why she needed to do certain steps.
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Hesitancy to Ask Questions
In general, all groups of Latino students found the library intimidating and were
reluctant to ask questions. In the survey administered, many Latinos indicated that they
found the information for their papers and research needs outside of the library-from
friends or resources they already had. In response to the questions, “ What is your
general attitude about asking for assistance?” and “ How often do you or would you ask
a librarian for assistance,” many students indicated that they felt frustrated, intimidated
and anxious at the library and usually didn't find what they wanted. They also indicated
that they were less likely to ask questions than non-Latinos. Non Latinos, however,
indicated that they used the library’s reference sources for their research, frequently
asked questions, and found something useful in the library. Following are some
subthemes that arose from the interviews that might explain some reasons for the
hesitancy to ask questions. They include, being judged while asking questions;
frustrating experiences asking staff for assistance; asking a neighbor a question; and
suggestions. Examples of these subthemes will be incorporated into the following
sections.
Roberto, a senior who was interviewed from the Internet for Latino Studies class,
voiced his beliefs that so many people are afraid of looking silly or asking a question.
They don’t want to look foolish in front of the rest of the classmates so it might be
easier to ask a question individually of a librarian to save face, rather than going with
another person.
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Margarita, a sophomore student from the Essentials of Library Research, class had
the advantage of going to academic libraries before with her mother, as well as going on a
tour of the library before she came to UMASS. Therefore, she was more inclined to take
risks and attempt to find the information by herself. She was very hesitant to ask for help
because she felt she should be able to figure it out for herself. Many times she didn’t know
how to ask the proper question if she did go to get help. Consequently, she spent a lot of
time on her own trying to find the answer.
Antonio, a senior in the Internet for Latino Studies course, mentioned that the
attitude of the librarians became a barrier to asking questions. He touched upon not
only the image of the librarian as authoritarian, but also on negative images that the
library evoked because of the environment. First impressions of libraries do last a
lifetime and to many students their first impression is a negative one. Students with
whom I spoke tended to recall their first encounters with libraries and librarians very
clearly. Unsurprisingly, the impression that has lived in their minds through the years
has been of a librarian sitting at a desk and not helping, but only telling them to be
quiet.
Other complaints that students expressed in interviews and in surveys were that
the librarians are too busy or can’t take the time to explain things properly. Others
reported that some librarians are rude or seem like they don’t want to be bothered.
Several mentioned that they don’t get the appropriate assistance so they don’t bother
asking, whereas others mentioned, as Angela did, that they feel more confused after
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certain librarians help them. Others on the survey stated “I feel that they will not
understand me,” or “I feel uncomfortable.”
Javier, a sophomore in the Essentials of Library Research class, recounted the
unwillingness of staff in the computer lab to get out of their chair and help. As a result,
as a class, we took a tour of the computer lab and asked the consultant on duty what the
job of the consultants was. This consultant reassured us that their primary job is to help
students. Javier later admitted that:
But some people just get frustrated and don’t want to wait to be helped so they’ll
leave and try another day. In that case we all need to have more patience, or we
won’t be able to get things done.

This hesitancy on the part of the staff to get out of their chair and go with the user
is something that others had commented on as well. In Javier’s case, it was a clear
example of how someone had been shunned once and had refused to return. Once
Javier learned that he could request that the staff member assist him or come with him,
he felt more empowered. Fortunately, the staff person we spoke to on the 7th floor was
very helpful. Yet, part of this willingness to speak with us might have been partly
because I had identified myself as a reference librarian and thus had more “clout”. This
reminds me of how Yolanda had learned to identify herself as a graduate student as she
prefaced a question so that the reference librarians would, perhaps, take her question
more seriously. I was pleased, in this class that we had the opportunity to discuss the
role of staff members and that their primary job is to assist users (that applies to anyone
at a service point in the library). The students in the class learned that staff members are
not to refuse to assist someone and they also saw that there are helpful people. These
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students returned knowing that they are to expect assistance and not to give up, an
important lesson to learn.
A number of students I interviewed related other frustrating experiences they had
while asking for assistance. I asked them then if they would go to the desk the next time
or ask somebody around them for help. There were mixed responses to this question and I
think it had a lot to do with how assertive the individual was. The more assertive, the
more likely they were to approach the person at the desk. Roberto was one person who
would return to the desk.
Personally I’d rather have somebody that I know is going to know the answer. But
that’s me. I’m going to go and ask the person who’s at the desk, because I know
that they’re going to know what they’re talking about, what they’re doing, where
the stuff is located, ’cuz it’s their job to know. Other people might go for the
person that’s next to them ’cuz I’ve had it happen to me. “Excuse me, do you
know where this and this is, or do you know where I can find this book or where I
can find this floor?” If I can help I can, if I can’t then I try to tell them [chuckle]
go ask a librarian.

Roberto also spoke about his experiences not getting the information he needed.
Instead of giving up, he went back to the staff person. He realizes that many of the staff at
the desks are students and may not have all the answers. He also believes that people may
give incorrect or incomplete information believing that they’re trying to help or to save
face.
You ask somebody else or you try out the information that you got and if it’s not
the correct information then you go back and say, “This didn’t work. I don’t know
if you know another method or can point me to somebody that would know?” But
not everybody’s gonna do that. Some people might just get frustrated and leave. It
really depends on the person. Well, I would say, first off, if you have somebody
who’s working the desk, let’s say periodicals, somebody comes up and you can t
give them the answer, don’t act like you know the answer. If you don’t know it,
then you don’t know it. Try to point them to somebody who knows. Because it
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either just causes frustration and in the long run it’s going to be your own
frustration because the person’s going to come back and say “Look man, I went
over here and I did this and did what you told me to do and ... what’s going on?”
So, if you don t know it try to point to someone who does. At least you’re trying
to help the person and you’re being honest with them. I know that if somebody
comes up and asks me a question that I don’t know I’ll be like “I don’t know that
much about this, but you might want to try to talk to this person over here, (the
other man or the woman or whatever), in this department. They might be able to
give you a better clue than I would.” Then it’s up to that person if they want to
follow through.

Many students admitted that they don’t ask the staff for help, but prefer to figure
things out for themselves or just ask the person next to them for help. Margarita felt more
comfortable speaking Spanish than English and was reluctant to ask for help.
If I couldn’t do it by myself, yes I’d have to go to the consultant, but like if it’s my
only way out if there’s nobody around. That’s like my last choice.

That response was more frequently given by Latinos, than by non-Latinos. From
several conversations I became aware that language has an impact on how one asks
questions.
Maria, a graduate woman from the Internet for Latino Studies course was feeling
helpless when she had to think what she would do if she didn’t understand something.
Because English was not her first language, she seemed reluctant to ask questions. As
she thought about the teacher in her, she mentioned how she would encourage her
students to ask questions, yet, as a student she would be quiet. She described the feeling
of helplessness that someone who doesn’t speak English might have asking questions
and related one of her experiences asking for help, not in the library, but at a workshop
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at the university where the instructor spoke too quickly and became annoyed when she
didn’t understand and asked again.
The most important is the student feel free about the question, because I have
experience in Goodell [a building on campus] when I ask a question and [they]
look at me [look of annoyance on face]. That is a feel when asking one or more
question “ Oh, I don’t know this, can you explain me?” I don’t know if is a
teacher or not, but the experience is talk fast. What happen? I don’t understand.
O.K. I m not going to ask any question. I be quiet. And I want to go [snaps
fingers twice] out.

It concerned me that students were asking questions and not being understood or
made to feel as though they shouldn’t ask questions. Many Latinos expressed a
reluctance to go to the desk to ask questions, so I asked what would make them more
inclined to ask for help. Sofia, in the pilot study, recommended having staff of color or
students who spoke other languages helping in the area. She indicated that students
would feel more comfortable asking a question of a student than of an authority figure.
Antonio, a senior, discussed the relief he felt when someone circulated and asked
how things were going. He elaborated on how this can save face for the student who
really wants to ask the question but may be embarrassed to do so.
Personally I would ask. I'll do it the first time. The second time I’ll feel kind of
bad [in a sheepish, timid voice: “Can you help me just one more time?”] The
third time I'm just feeling kind of horrible about it. I’m feeling like “God, I’m
bothering this woman.” Whether or not you’re doing things to keep your time
busy or not I feel bad, so I would definitely want something to guide me through,
or somebody walking around asking “Hey, do you need help” ‘cuz that feels
great, like “yea.” ‘Cuz it’s just more comfortable and I think that if people have
questions that just plays with people's pride, ability, especially here in the
university where you’re supposed to be smart. You’re expected to know these
things.

150

Even when librarians did offer assistance, students reported feeling more confused
after they had left and they were reluctant to ask librarians again for help. A question that
needs to be explored more fully is why were the students more confused? What was it in
the interaction that made them more confused? Sometimes the librarian spoke too fast,
used terminology that was not familiar to them, or they said too much without
demonstrating what they meant. Roberto, a senior, believed that the librarian should take
the time to check to see if a student needs help at the computer and then stay with the
student step-by-step until they’ve passed the difficulty of the moment.
You might not have a grasp of what that person’s capabilities are. [If I were a
librarian] I would say like, “The library has printed instructions on how to use
these databases, how to use Info Trac, how to use the online catalog, so first and
foremost look at the instructions. Pull them out. This is how to use them. What
exactly are you having problems on?” You may have to go step-by-step. I’ve
always found it helpful if somebody comes up and asks; “ Do you understand this
database? Do you understand what I just explained?” At that point you’re giving
the person the option of saying, “ Yes I’m having a problem. I understand this part,
but I don’t understand this part.” Sometimes you get too much information at one
time. If you have the time you can go step-by-step or if you have to spit it all out,
ask them if they understand, “ What part don’t you understand?”

In the interviews and in the survey, the topic of asking questions brought up many
issues. Although the survey indicated that Latinos were more likely than non-Latinos to
ask questions, interviews and my observations at the reference desk would say
otherwise. Many of the Latinos included in this study were reluctant to ask questions of
the reference librarians, although they might ask a question of someone next to them or
of a student helper. Hesitancy to ask questions out of fear of being embarrassed or
labeled stupid was also stated in conversations with students. Although some students
mentioned that this was because of a fear of being misunderstood because of language
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or communication style differences, others mentioned that it could be because of social
class differences. Again, here we see differences in motivation to get the information.
Thus, students who had confidence in the culture and identify with it might be more
inclined to overcome the fear of the moment and attempt the question. Those with a
firm grounding in education and who have parents with higher educational levels
(higher social class background) may be more successful at persevering in their
information-seeking behaviors.
Another theme that reappeared repeatedly in the interviews with Yolanda was that
Latinos might not realize that the role of the librarian is one of teaching and of helping
people find information. Her advice to keep going back to the librarian until the
question is answered, or until the information is located, should be broadcast to all
students.
In my observations while I am working at the reference desk, I notice that Latinos
tend not to approach the reference desk to ask questions and if males approach the desk,
they inevitably will approach a male librarian. This may be due to the patriarchal
tendency of the Latino culture where male students have difficulty complying with
female authority figures. Males especially may rely on the sensitivity of others and
express their needs in indirect or subtle ways. At the reference desk these indirect ways
are not so easily identifiable. Librarians need to be alerted to specific nonverbal
communication that Latinos may be using and what it may mean.
The impression that these students evoked was that they didn’t feel it was
advantageous to ask questions of the librarians. I wondered how the reference
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interaction could be changed so that students would benefit from asking for assistance.
Were there just cultural, social class, or second language issues that hindered the
reference interaction? The next chapter will provide further discussion of why
librarians might not successfully assist Latinos during a reference interaction. Under
research question #3

What should librarians understand when working with Latinos,”

there will be a discussion of how nonverbal communication, terminology and different
learning styles play an important part in the communication interaction.
Summary
This chapter has presented findings from surveys, interviews and class studies
that compared how students use the library and its resources, including asking for
assistance. This research found that Latinos from the U.S. use the library differently
than do U.S. Latinos, and that non-U.S. Latinos differ in many aspects from U.S.
Latinos. The major finding that was discussed in this chapter was that social class and
cultural capital were found to be more significant than ethnicity or language dominance
in library use, comfort in the library, and asking assistance from library personnel.
Non-U.S. Latinos took more advantage of library resources in all areas than did
U.S. Latinos. Non-U.S. Latinos were also more likely to ask questions than were U.S.
Latinos, even when their native language was not English. They also reported feeling
more comfortable using the library than did U.S. Latinos. This information prompts us
to ask how we can be more accommodating to students, provide more assistance at their
comfort level, and educate them about the resources available to them. The final
chapter in this dissertation will address some of these implications.

153

CHAPTER 6
RESULTS: CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS, LEARNING STYLES AND
FACILITATING COMPUTER USE WITH LATINOS
This chapter will address the last two research questions:
1.

What facilitates computer usage? and

2.

What should librarians understand when working with Latinos, especially at the
computer?

The last three major findings will be addressed here as well. Part of the discussion
for each of the findings is included under the first research question: What facilitates
computer usage? There is a more focused discussion for each finding under the second
research question: What should librarians understand when working with Latinos,
especially at the computer? These major findings are:
•

Latinos, in general, reported performing better and being more motivated when there
was a supportive environment with a caring teacher/librarian who treated them as “a
friend.”

•

Latinos reported the need for information to be presented in a way that was
personally or culturally relevant to them.

•

Latinos were found to use nonverbal communication as an important means for
transmitting and interpreting messages.
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What Facilitates Computer Usage?
As discussed in the last chapter. Latinos have varying reasons why they may not
ask for assistance. They found it much more comforting to have a librarian come to
them and ask how they were doing. Even so, many students found the interaction with
the librarian confusing. This part of the chapter will discuss what students perceive to
be helpful when at the computer terminal. First, I will include excerpts from
conversations with both the professor of the Internet for Latino Studies class and with
students, which reveal suggestions for how Latinos might be more successful at the
computer.
The findings for what might facilitate computer usage for Latinos were made by
observing and participating in the Internet for Latino Studies class and by interviewing
students from that class. A Latino professor, Ernesto, taught that class. A primary goal
of the class was to instruct Latinos in using the Internet. In analyzing the conversations
and field notes, I found that there were definite differences in how he conducted class,
as compared to what I was familiar with in my teaching experience.

Language And Culture
Through the theme of language and culture, I will point out how this class
facilitated computer usage among Latinos. Intercultural communication is a complex
process involving not only spoken language but also values and cultural conventions
and expectations. This section discusses issues of second language learning, the impact
that culture and language have in a classroom environment, nonverbal communication,
i

graduate and undergraduate differences, and cultural insights.
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Overall, students in the classroom studies felt that the ability to use their language
of preference (Spanish, English or Spanglish) in a classroom environment facilitated
learning. Spanglish is a form of Spanish that incorporates various aspects of English
with the Spanish words. Cruz & Teck (1998, October) did a cover story on The official
Spanglish dictionary. (Latino-American English). They reported that the dictionary is a
guide to words, phrases, and idioms that are widely used by Cuban-American Latinos,
but that are not exactly English or Spanish. The dictionary reports that Spanglish
originates from switching between the two languages in mid-sentence, or from
transliteration. For example, many times, if there is not a handy Spanish term for an
English word, one might attempt to make a Spanish word from the English word. In
many instances, the English word will surface in the middle of a Spanish sentence
because that word is easier than the Spanish term, or has become an accepted term in its
own right. The term “parking,” for instance is much easier to say than the Spanish
equivalent. Thus one might ask “^Donde esta el parking?" Or, instead of using the verb
“alquilar” for “to rent”, the cross between Spanish and English “rentar” might be used.
Fluent in both English and Spanish, many second- and third-generation Latinos
are more assimilated than their parents and speak a hybrid language, Spanglish.
Spanish television is now developing programming that incorporates Spanglish into its
dialogues. This term is still controversial, but the fact that it is now being officially
acknowledged by having a dictionary of Spanglish gives me confidence to use it. For
many in the case studies here, the ability to use Spanish, English or Spanglish definitely
facilitated conversation in the classroom.
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Students also agreed that being in a class comprised of Latinos was instrumental
in their success using technology. Having students with a similar language/culture
together in a classroom allowed for a more open and free conversation around issues
that might otherwise not be discussed.
Communication is the process of sharing information, ideas, thoughts, etc.
between two or more people. In cross-cultural communication, cultural values affect
the coding process and language barriers can create noise. Reference librarians need to
learn to recognize differences in communication styles caused by cultural values. They
also need to limit linguistic interference by speaking and writing in a clear, organized
way. The previous survey analysis determined that having English or Spanish as a
native language doesn’t necessarily influence use of library resources or comfort at the
library. Yet, through interviews, language surfaced as important in success at the
library.
The theme of language will be broken down into four categories: language and
origin of birth; terminology as language; understanding what the librarian is saying; and
language and culture in a class comprised of Latinos. In this section I will also discuss
the differences between Latinos in their use of Spanglish or code switching.
In the Internet for Latino Studies class that I observed, the instructor and three of
the four graduate women were stronger in Spanish than in English. Of the
undergraduate students, most felt comfortable speaking in English and did so
throughout most of the course. Throughout the class Spanish and English were used
interchangeably. In the three interviews and in informal conversation the impact that
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language has in a class was discussed, including how Spanish was used if one was a
Puerto Rican from Puerto Rico versus from the mainland.
The distinction between who might use Spanglish was also discussed. In all of my
classroom studies and in interviews, I observed and confirmed that U.S. Latinos tend to
use Spanglish more than Latinos who are not from the U.S. Generally, those from the
islands (Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic) tend not to use Spanglish, but will
either use English or Spanish. Although the students may all be Puerto Rican, there is a
big difference in the language usage between those bom and raised on the island and
those raised in the United States.
Ernesto purposely designed his course for the Spanish-speaker or Latino in mind,
partly because of the work they would be doing with Latino and Latin American web
pages. He spoke of the impact that language has in a class. Usually graduate Latino
students and those bom or raised outside of the U.S. are bilingual and able to switch
back and forth between languages more easily than undergraduates and those raised in
the U.S. The class had two such groups of students: graduate women who were
bilingual or more proficient in Spanish, and undergraduate students who were more
fluent in English, although they could easily speak in Spanish if they desired. The
majority of the undergraduates were males. Language played a powerful role in the
class in determining who would interact. This is reflected in some of the quotes below.
In an interview, Ernesto explains the language used in his class. I have chosen to
duplicate participants’ words as accurately as they were given, without correcting for
grammar.
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The problem with this particular course is that it’s a trilingual language course:
Spanish, English and Spanglish. Usually the graduate student tend to speak in
Spanish. And the undergraduate student tend R peak in English. I notice that
when I speak in Spanish, usually the undergraduate student unplug the
communication and try to do other things and not listen to me. I think it was
maybe the main discovery. I think it was more language than other thing.

Ernesto mentioned that the Spanish-speaking students (those raised outside of the
United States) tended not to use Spanglish, whereas the undergraduates raised in the
United States would. The graduate students tended to prefer to speak in Spanish but
understood that most of the undergraduates in this class were raised here and were more
proficient in English. There was a lot of switching back and forth from English to
Spanish and Spanish to English in the class, allowing students to communicate in
whatever way was most comfortable for them. Students reported that the ability to do
so created a more comfortable atmosphere and instantly removed one of the barriers that
might have been present.
Some of the students offered their observations and reflections of the class and
how the instructor taught. They also shared the benefits of being in a class where
language was not an issue. Roberto, an undergraduate, felt it was not only an asset, but
also a necessity to know another language and appreciated Ernesto’s comment the first
day of class when he said: “This class is going to be in English, Spanish and Spanglish
[chuckle by Roberto].” Roberto’s comment to that was “I found that humorous because
it’s true, you know. A large percentage of Latinos speak Spanglish, so I find that
helpful.”
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Maria, a graduate student from Puerto Rico and only in the States a few years,
discussed her difficulties with language in other classrooms here and appreciated being
in a class where language did not create a barrier to learning.
For me is so hard because when I came here I understand not a lot of English or
speak a lot of English. My first experience here when I hear English it sound
like “eee” and when you’re in the class you have a headache. That’s hard.
When you are younger is more easy. For people came from another country
don’t speak English is hard to learn all together. [One of the advantages of
Ernesto’s class is] to switch back in English and Spanish. Remember, all the
students in the class are Puerto Rican. Have the same accent, is more easy to
understand the English when you talk with another Puerto Rican or another
Latino because they speak slow and have the same accent. But when you switch
in English to Spanish and Spanish to English, for me, it’s O.K.

Maria also mentioned the need for instructors to speak slowly enough for those
who don’t have English as their native language and to check for comprehension when
using terminology with which students might be unfamiliar.
Terminology can be another barrier to language comprehension. This was
reported frequently as an important issue. Even if students understood English they
might still have difficulty understanding computer terminology or library “lingo” due to
differing experiences using computers or libraries. In the classes that I taught I learned
to simplify terminology and use cognates and examples as much as possible with the
students. Students interviewed also recognized the need for teachers to make sure
students understood terminology. Roberto is very proficient at using the computer and
when helping others he not only explains terms, but also explains step by step how to do
an application.
You can’t use those terms without explaining what those terms are, what they mean
and how it works. So, for people who haven t had the access or don t have as
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I

much knowledge on computers as others, then you have to make it simpler or else
make it more basic. Whereas, with Latinos you could say they don’t have as much
access to computers as Anglos, then that’s where the terminology difference comes
in. Because you can’t say, “O.K., I want you to boot up the computer and install
this program.” They’re going to look at you like “What do you mean boot up the
program?” Because they don’t know what the terminology is.

In addition to explaining computer terminology that might be new to students,
librarians need to explain library terminology as well and attempt to find different ways to
say things. Roberto has worked with students and uses nonverbal communication as a
signal to alert an instructor if he, himself, or a particular student doesn’t understand the
instructor’s explanations or can’t interpret the instructor’s reactions. Roberto also breaks
explanations down step by step when explaining something. When thinking of how
librarians give instructions at the computers, he admits that there is frustration on the
students’ part because they do not understand what the librarian is explaining. He
commented, “At times it’s hard to convey the knowledge that you have because in their
minds they [librarians] understand it all.” He believes it’s important for the librarian to
step back and try to pinpoint where the student got lost and to always ask “Did you
understand what I said?” That then gives the student a chance to say “No” and for the
librarian to ask, “All right, what part didn’t you understand?” He says that the librarian
then needs to proceed more slowly and to find another way to say what he or she just tried
to explain, illustrating as they go, rather than just “talking at the student.
In a classroom situation, Roberto added that the instructor continuously has to ask
something like, “Who’s having problems or where are we having problems?” He adds that
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if there are a lot of people having problems, then obviously there’s a miscommunication
and the instructor will have to try to break it down into simpler terms and redefine.
This type of interaction is critical in a library instruction session, for if students
don’t feel as though they can understand how to use even one database in the library,
they will be missing out on valuable information for their classes. It’s important to get
the students to have a positive experience using the first database that they use because
if they feel confident using that database, they may go on to explore another database
and be more willing to take risks. Unfortunately, strategies they may have learned to
find information in one database won’t necessarily transfer to the next database that they
use, because the library offers many different databases and electronic resources from
various vendors with their own indexing and protocols for searching. Learning the
nuances of a particular database is usually reserved for the advanced or experienced
searcher. Yet, if students feel good about their first experiences with computers and feel
that they can ask questions and understand the answers, they may be willing to explore
the intricacies of the databases.
For many students who are reluctant to ask questions, one source for answers is to
look for library guides that explain how to use the databases. Yet many students
commented on the need to have the guides in Spanish or written so they could
understand them. Again, terminology was a problem for many students.
Supportive Environment
•

Finding: Latinos, in general, reported performing better and being more motivated
when there was a supportive environment with a caring teacher/librarian who treated
them as “a friend.”
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Whether dealing with students one-to-one or within a classroom, language and
culture can be important factors in facilitating learning. This study found that being in a
class comprised of Latinos was instrumental to their success in using technology.
Obviously, it is rare to be able to have the privilege or ability to structure classes for
students from only one ethnic or cultural group. I was fortunate to be able to study a
few classes comprised of Latinos so that I could learn strategies for working with
Latinos in any type of a classroom setting. Following are some of my observations and
responses from students about the characteristics of a teacher or environment that
contributes to their motivation to achieve.

One of the advantages of being in an

environment of having students with a similar language/culture together was that it
allowed for a more open and free conversation around issues that might otherwise not
be discussed.
In Ernesto’s class, the students were all Latinos and the environment seemed to be
more of a Latino environment, where students could speak at will and feel comfortable
doing it. He mentioned that one has to make adjustments to communication style
depending on whether or not it’s a class with Anglos or Latinos.
Maybe one of the advantage of have all Latino students in the classroom is that
usually Latino, especially Caribbean person tend to talk a lot with body
language, and you have to see the reaction of the body language when they are
talking about some topics. Latinos tend to be more “anarquicos” in the
communication way. We tend to speak all together and maybe talking about
different topics at the same time, crossing the room, but we are listening to the
other groups, subgroups talking about other thing and maybe we can change
from the main topic to this topic and say “Oh, did you say what? [snaps
fingers].” When you have other non Latino students in the classroom, it’s more
difficult for them to relate to the discussion because they are not exposed to that
kind of body language and way to communicate among Caribbean, Spanish¬
speaking people, and you have to have more control.
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Students also commented about enjoying the freedom of just speaking up or
adding a comment or offering a suggestion. By having students of the same culture
together in a classroom, there seems to be more of a comfort level, not only in
expressing themselves in whichever language is easiest, but also in discussing issues
that they might not feel able to discuss in a heterogeneous class. Ernesto mentioned that
there is more freedom for students to be forthright in discussions because they don’t
have to worry about offending a non-Latino. When Ernesto, or a student, illustrated
something that they had found on the Internet, the class used their common experiences
of being Latinos as a starting point in many of their conversations. Ernesto said that
there would be comments about the dominant culture made as an aside to something
(perhaps pertaining to businesses they own in Puerto Rico, for example) and said that
If all the students are Latinos you can be free and make that statement. If you
are, [in a heterogeneous environment] that is different. Maybe you are afraid to
make that comment.
When observing this class there was always a lot of free flowing discussion.
When I tried to recreate that in the classes that 1 taught to Latinos, at first it didn’t seem
possible. Not until the end of the semester did the students feel comfortable enough
with me (the Anglo) to freely make comments. The following semester I attempted
early on to change the classroom so that I wouldn’t always be the face in front of them.
When I began having the students conduct class I felt as though I was transferred back
to one of Ernesto’s classes. The students came alive and were open and direct with their
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comments. Once I had opened the class up to the students and had allowed them to
“create” their environment, I was then viewed more as a colleague.
Erickson & Mohatt (1982) did an ethnographic study of two classes of culturally
similar children (Odawa and Ojibwa, Northern Ontario) taught by first grade teachers
whose cultural backgrounds differed. Those experiences were similar to my
experiences, so I would like to briefly highlight that study. The Indian and white
teachers taught next door to each other and originally interacted differently with the
students. Their style of participation, teacher movement, proxemic movement,
classroom discourse and pedagogy were very noticeable. At the beginning of the school
year the non-Indian’s teaching style was much more “standard” than it was by the end
of the year. As the year progressed the non-Indian teacher adopted some of the ways of
teaching of the Indian teacher, with the teaching being more culturally congruent. The
researchers termed this type of intuitive change “teacher radar”. Erickson & Mohatt
suggest that finding small differences in social relations can make a big difference in the
interactional ways that children become engaged in the curriculum. They emphasize
that even making small changes in everyday classroom participation structures may be
one way to develop a more culturally responsive pedagogy.
A study by Wortham et al. (1997) documented other classrooms where teachers
attempted to approximate more closely the fluid Hispanic home environment. One
teacher designed her classroom using Hispanic stylistic parameters, with no clock, an
open door, and less rigid use of time, and encouraged them to speak Spanish and help
each other. She took a role closer to that of a mother with the results being that students
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felt positive about it and ultimately treated it as a haven. Attendance and effort of lower
achieving Hispanic students improved.
Antonio, an undergraduate, pointed out that just being in a class with Latinos
doesn’t guarantee comprehension. For the student who comes from outside of the
States, there are also idioms to learn and points out that the instructor needs to be aware
that the idioms and phrases used may be confusing to others.
I think that certain things should be explained and if it’s at the beginning of the
class you should ask kids if they don’t feel they know something. My girlfriend
will do it all the time. We could be at a movie and she wanted to know what
something means and I’ll explain. For example, we were watching something
and they said “Up your nose with a rubber hose” and she’s like, “I don’t get it.”
You had to see Welcome Back Kotter, the show back in the 70’s. When I was a
kid growing up they used to say it all the time, so it’s funny. So now she
understands it’s something that came from that show, that it’s not something that
you use all the time. So, certain little things like that, that unless you grow up
with it, and it’s hard for people like me to pick them and say, “Well, how long
ago have you been in the country for you to know these things.”

Maria spoke of other cultural differences that Anglo instructors should be
considerate of when working with Latino students. One instance she spoke of was the
expectation of instructors that all students should present perfect work in the English
language. Rather than looking for content, Maria feels that some instructors are too
concerned about having the paper be grammatically perfect. Maria is a teacher in
Puerto Rico and obtaining her master’s degree here. She believes that instructors should
look at the progress and individual work of the student and evaluate the work based on
content and be empathetic with what is happening in that student’s life. She believes
that the teacher should be a motivating influence in each student’s life and can make the
difference between a student dropping out or continuing. She, herself, had been brought
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to tears and made to feel like a failure after a teacher’s constant demand of having her
paper be perfect grammatically. Luckily she had the support of friends who helped
motivate her to keep going.
I'm not going to make the same like the American people. I try. But, the
evaluation is different. No es [It’s not that] I am lazy. When you see the people
try to make a paper or make the job you have to help somebody. My experience
[as a teacher] is that when I have a student that try to make the assignment, to
make the test and say “Professor, I have a problem” you have to, you need to
have empathy with the student. Because you have that student, that’s different
[you make the difference]. The student drop the school or the student stay in the
school. That’s the difference. Because the student feel frustrate and stupid
when every time the professor gave me the paper I feel like “dumb, stupid, what
happened? What am I doing here? I want to go back to my country.” I saved
because I have a lot of friends that say “No, you are not stupid, you are an
intelligent person, you only have a limitation with the idioms or the language.”
Everybody came here had the same problem. Everybody. You are not only the
person have that problem. Every person have that. You only have to try to
make the best of yourself.

Language comprehension does impact how well a student will be able to understand
instructions when using computers, whether it's the English language or terminology that
is foreign to them. Students indicated that speaking slowly, stopping frequently to check
for comprehension and allowing students to perform the function while the librarian is
speaking helps facilitate the learning process. They also preferred librarians to break down
the parts rather than to give them all of the information at once.

Computer Experiences
The preceding discussed some of the language issues that students felt were
important for instructors to be aware of. Before discussing some of the findings related
to what students felt was important that instructors/librarians be aware of when they are

167

at the computer terminal, I will give some background information about the level of
computer use by students that were surveyed or interviewed. The subthemes include
computer usage/experience, frequency of computer use/experiences, frequency of
computer use, use of computers in school, computer access, computer/Intemet use,
computer fear, graduate/undergraduate/generational differences, and experiences using
e-mail.
Ernesto remarked about the research that indicates that Latinos are left behind in
the technological revolution. He developed the introductory course about the Internet
specifically for Latinos to help eradicate some of that inequality. He indicated that only
a few of the students in his classes had been exposed to the Internet at the high school
level, and those were the kids that came from a technical school.
Other students also reported that they felt at a loss when using computers because
they did not have access at home or hadn't been able to take advantage of computers in
high school. They now realize the importance of learning computer applications for
their school career and future careers.
In this study, non-U.S. Latinos reported the highest usage of computers. They
also tended to use the Internet for all purposes more than the other groups. This may be
due to many of them being in enrolled in Ernesto’s Internet for Latino Studies class.
However, in a similar survey that I conducted two years ago, which again included
students from that class, Latinos not from the U.S. scored the lowest in computer and
Internet use. The increase in use by non-U.S. Latinos may partly be attributed to classes
such as Ernesto’s and mine.
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It might also be that if students come to the U.S. with little exposure to computers
it’s an exciting thing to learn, whereas those students who have been here for the past
years, Latinos or non Latinos, have already had exposure to computers and don’t spend
as much time on them.
The following table compares previous and current computer use by students.
Table 22. Computer Use
Use a
Computer
Daily
Non Latinos

50%

Occasionally
Used a
Computer in
High School
44%

U.S. Latinos

58%

46%

27%

Non-U. S.
Latinos

71%

24%

57%

International

67%

0%

Often Used a
Computer in
High School
34%

More than half of all students reported using computers almost daily at the
university level, with Latinos not from the U.S. and International students reporting
highest use.
Non Latinos and U.S. Latinos had occasionally (a few times a month) used
computers in high school whereas more than half of the Latinos not from the U.S.,
reported using computers often (weekly). Many of those attended high school in the
States.
Antonio recognizes that he may not have taken advantage of computer classes in
high school because the importance wasn’t emphasized.
I think the standards were lowered a lot in Lawrence, in the schools that I went
to where they didn’t really expect students to know much or do much of
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anything. So, although they offered these courses with these things, I think they
did them to maintain credibility, but I don't think it was ever emphasized. I just
always felt that everything was just passive, just go to class but I never really felt
pressured to learn to do anything correct or right the first time. I guess it was the
same for the computers. We went to the class and we just sat there and they told
us what it was. I think that you. at that point, kind of knew the teacher cared less
whether you learned it or not.
Roberto is very knowledgeable about computer programs and thoroughly enjoys
taking risks on computers. He commented on the need for students to leam computers
starting at a young age, as did many other students. Jane expressed her concern over the
unequal access to computers.
I think the poorer schools don't have them [libraries and computers]. That’s why
with the upward bound students we made a point to teach them and get them
online. A lot of them had never been online before. That’s hard when you see all
the stuff on TV and the stuff they're exposed to that says “Check out this web
page." And they're like “I don't even know what they’re talking about.” And
then when they get to college, if they get to college, are they going to be entering
at the same level as maybe a student who has had access to computers for the past
five to ten years.

She also addressed the need for faculty to take charge and assist in exposing students
to computers so that they don't lose the student.
At the university level many professors now conduct a lot of their assignments
from a web page and require students to use e-mail and the Internet weekly in order to
complete their work. For many students this is a real difficulty, not only for those who
are unfamiliar with how to use the computers, but also in gaining access. The university
has dozens of computer labs available to students for a semester fee. Yet, students don t
always find these convenient, user-friendly or accessible. Non-U.S. Latinos and
international students relied more heavily on using computers in the library or in
computer labs than did U.S. Latinos and non-Latinos. Latinos, in general, reported a
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much higher use of computers at a friend’s or relative’s house or in classes than did
non-Latinos or international students. Figure 6 shows locations used by students to
access computers.

Computer Usage Locations
Friends or

100.00
90.00
80.00
70.00

□ Non Latinos

60.00

I U.S. Latinos

50.00

□ Non-U.S. Latinos

40.00

□ International Students

30.00
20.00
10.00
0.00
Alel

A1e2

A1e3

A1e4

A1e5

A1e6

A1e7

Figure 6. Computer Usage Locations

Jose, a student in the Essentials of Library Research class, had difficulty doing his
assignments for my class because they required him to e-mail information to me and he
couldn’t afford the student fee for the computer lab.
The account that is required in order to use the library computers for college
papers continues to make it more difficult for myself. The use of those
computers should be free to students that do not have a computer. While using
the computers on campus like in the Africa House or in Bartlett Hall [which are
free] a student needs to budget the time extremely well because of their hours of
operation. This can be difficult because of a student’s schedule and it might not
coordinate with the open hours of these computer labs. I have gotten more used
to using the computers to find information but the difficulty still remains about
the availability of computers for myself.
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Ricardo, another student from the class, lives off campus in Worcester and doesn’t
have a computer he can use until he gets to class. Students’ work begins to suffer if
they do not have access to computers. Even for those who do have computer access,
they find difficulties because there are a variety of different computer programs or even
operating systems used in the various labs around campus. These incompatibilities
increase the frustration and stress that students feel when trying to learn computer
applications. To many, though, access at an early age is seen as critical, as stated by
Roberto.
Being Latino it’s also a different experience, because depending on where you grew
up, what your financial circumstances are, what kind of school you went to, your
access to computers and technologies is going to vary. So if you’re growing up in a
city and you’re broke and your parents are struggling, your situation is going to be
different than somebody who has the financial means or who’s going to a different
school because maybe they’re in a school where computers are used a lot more. The
actions are going to be different. So I just think it depends on the situation.
Because, most of the classes that I’ve been in, aside from the Latin American
Studies Programs classes have been majority Anglo students.

International students often scored closely with non-U.S. Latinos in the use of the
computer and the Internet. For comparison purposes however, the following will
describe only Latino and non-Latino use of computers, in the context of using the
library.
The question from the survey, below, was asked so that I could better understand
how a student uses the library. When students reported that they use the library for
most of their research needs, did that mean the reference area or the computer labs in the
library for use of the Internet?
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For those who responded “I use the library for most of my research needs,” non
Latinos tended to use Reference and Internet equally when in the library and others used
the reference area more than they do the Internet, when in the library.

Table 23. Internet and Reference Use for Those Who Use the Library for
Most of Their Research Needs.
Use the Internet

Use the Reference Area

Non Latinos

37%

38%

U.S. Latinos

23%

27%

Non-U.S. Latinos

29%

38%

International

18%

33%

Non-U.S. Latinos tended to use the Internet for all purposes more than others and
ranked highest for using computers most often and for never having used them in
elementary school. Recall that they also ranked highest in using computers often in
high school and very often for assignments, in a place of employment and for fun.
Latinos (both U.S. and non-U.S.) ranked highest in use of computers in classes
and at a friend’s or relative’s house. They also had taken more computer classes than
non-Latinos (see Table 24). Part of this explanation may be that students from the
Internet for Latino Studies were surveyed, so that would automatically give them one
computer course. However, non-U.S. Latinos were much more likely to have taken
three or more classes.
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Table 24. Computer Classes Taken
None

One

Two

Three

More

Non Latinos

33%

40%

19%

03%

06%

U.S. Latinos

35%

35%

08%

12%

12%

Non U.S.
Latinos

19%

76%

10%

15%

33%

With so many students depending on the Internet, I had asked whether students
felt that the Internet could take the place of using the library. Although students felt the
Internet was an amazing resource and had a seemingly endless supply of information,
they seemed to understand that the library offered valuable information that might not
be found on the Internet. Most students did feel that the Internet was easier and more
convenient to use than the library and would go to the Internet first. Rarely did a
student comment on the accuracy of the Internet and the need to evaluate information
retrieved from the Internet, as did Roberto.
I don’t think you can replace the library with the Internet because I think that
there’s just a wealth of information in the library itself. I think you can use one
to complement the other. The Internet is “ iffy” in the sense that it depends on
who’s writing the Internet. So, a lot of people see something on the Internet and
they take it as fact, instead of questioning it. So, the question comes up, how do
you evaluate what you’re getting from the Internet and how much can you trust
it?
Computers—Fear
Fear of using computers was mentioned frequently in my conversations with
students. Many students were afraid of breaking the computer or doing something that
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would damage something else, as the following example from the Essentials of Library
Research class illustrates.
In all four semesters that I taught this class, I found Eli to be the student who was
the least familiar with computers. She was a middle-aged student who was doing her
undergraduate degree. She would need step-by-step assistance and have to be shown
repeatedly how to do an application. She was frequently afraid of even touching a key,
losing information or doing something incorrectly. However, by the end of the semester
she volunteered, on the spur of the moment, to do the keyboard when another student
volunteered to explain how to get into chatrooms on the Internet. She was able to keep
up with his instructions of “going forward, backwards, click here, type in this, go to,
save...” Here, in her own words, she talks a little about her computer experiences.
Let me tell you that it was a complete different experience compared to the one I
had in high school about twenty years ago. We did not had computers back then. I
have learn to search for information through the computer thanks to your class.
My attitudes has change. At first I did not realized how important this class is for
education purposes. Now that I know more and I have learned more. I have been
able to use the knowledge I acquired at your class to do any assignment that I need
to do that require the use of what I have learned in your class. To have learned the
various computer applications have been to my advantage because I have learned
to use them depending on what it is that I need. It could be a book or a journal
research and I know how to do that now. First it difficult for me because I was not
use to the computers. I did not know how to operated them. Now is different. I
can do my work very easily and I feel comfortable using them. Also I have notice
the different type of computers in campus but I have manage to handle them
thanks to what you taught us in the classroom.
Graduate/Undergraduate/Generational Differences
In my observations, the graduates and undergraduates were at the extremes for
ability in using technology and taking risks, whether in classes or at the computer
terminals. Although Ernesto’s was an introductory course, three of the male students
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had had previous training in using computers. One student, Armando, consistently was
able to give suggestions and information regarding maneuvering on the Internet,
whereas the graduate women seemed to be two steps behind the group and needed more
individual attention. Ernesto comments on these differences.
There is a big difference between the undergraduate and the graduate. Usually
the graduate students are older; undergraduate are younger. The problem with
the graduate student are that they are quote “ lower learner person” and they are
afraid to use the Macintosh or PC, whatever computer available. Usually the
undergraduate they take risks and they don’t care if they make a mistake. They
try again and again and again. And usually they ask one of their peer about the
information. The graduate student have the policy to be cool and to don’t show
that they failing in what they are going to do. Usually they wait after the class, or
maybe two or three days after the class to ask me “Oh, I have a problem with
this or I did something wrong.” Usually undergraduate, they don’t ask me but
they ask the person behind or near him that’s a peer age, peer group. That was
one of the problems. The second problem was four kids from Springfield that
usually have the basic knowledge of the computer. They don’t have the same
problem that the graduate students have.

Ernesto explains that he tries to invest more time with the graduate students who,
in his experience, have needed someone near them to explain the basic steps, whereas
the undergraduate will try to do the assignments themselves.
Margarita, a freshman in the Essentials of Library Research class, recounted the
frustrations she encountered when trying to get her mother, who was afraid of the
computer, to try anything new. Margarita had had some computer experience during
middle school and she attributes her willingness to take risks to that early exposure.
I think that the reason for that is because we’re teenagers and when you were in
elementary and middle school you were exposed to computers. But my parents
weren’t exposed to computers. But you know what you can do on a computer
since you were a little kid. You feel comfortable with it and you re not afraid of
computers or anything. Like my mom, she’s afraid of it. She told me that when
she was growing up the way that they talked about computers was something that
was going to take over the world or something. So she was always afraid of it and
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she still says that, like (chuckle) she says that maybe if they didn’t picture
computers that way, the way they did, that computers are these big things that she
wouldn’t be that scared. That’s the reason for her not liking computers that much.

Most of the students took the Essentials of Library Research class to learn E-mail
and the Internet. Some students found it difficult to get to computer labs during the
week to practice. Students made many suggestions about the need for this practice
during the week. In class they learned how to e-mail, search and mark records from the
library catalog, databases or the Internet and e-mail them to themselves or others.
Through these weekly experiences students became very proficient at not only using email for their personal use, but also for their academic use. The more they learned, the
more they explored.
The weekly e-mail interchanges between the students and myself allowed me to get a
better understanding of the efforts, frustrations and specific areas that needed attention.
The following section details some of the suggestions students provided.

Computer Strategies
Throughout my study I attempted to document the strategies used by Latino
students to determine if they would automatically use different strategies than would
Anglo students. Trying to determine which strategies students have identified as being
useful is complicated. A more detailed study where the researcher sits with the student
and observes and records every movement s/he makes at the computer with follow-up
interviews to inquire of the student why s/he chose those movements might open up
patterns that could give insights as to which students use certain strategies and at which
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stage in their computer experience. For this study I had students write down what
strategies they used and their tips for library success.
Strategies that were commonly identified from interviews and e-mail
correspondence of what students believe to be useful were to: write an outline of the
paper; try different topics; be as specific as possible with your topic; try narrowing or
expanding your topic; use a thesaurus for alternate keywords or subject headings;
practice; keep trying (trial and error); follow directions; take risks; play around by
pushing buttons; find all the short-cuts; use the help icons provided online; keep a
bibliography; keep a log of steps taken and results; ask for help; plan ahead; and be
patient.

What Should Librarians Understand When Working With Latinos,
Especially at the Computer Terminals?
This question explored further the language and cultural differences between
Latinos and Anglos and the following is a discussion of some of the elements that
students felt were important for librarians to know. This section includes nonverbal
communication, teacher influence, classroom environment, cultural insights,
teaching/leaming styles, and other issues of concern. The major findings related to this
question were that:

The Importance of Nonverbal Communication
•

Finding: Latinos were found to use nonverbal communication as an important
vehicle to transmit and interpret messages.
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Throughout my interviews, students not only gave me verbal examples of how
they know if someone does not understand instructions, but also indicated the nonverbal
cues that would indicate confusion. A large part of a librarian’s job is to understand
what a patron is saying, and this job is made more difficult because much of the
communication process involves nonverbal communication. For example, the librarian
might get frustrated if a student continually nods yes, as if understanding what the
librarian is explaining, and then doesn’t carry out the instructions. The student may
simply being nodding to signal that s/he is listening. A librarian may also not
understand that lack of eye contact by the student doesn’t necessarily mean the student
is disinterested in what the librarian is saying. It may be that looking an authority figure
in the eye is considered highly disrespectful in that person’s culture.
Regardless of where they were bom, nonverbal communication seems to be an
important aspect of communication with Latinos. So often, Anglos are not aware of the
impact their nonverbal communication may be having on others. Maria mentioned an
episode in a computer workshop conducted by an Anglo instructor and the negative
experience she had in the class when she indicated more than once that she didn’t
understand. The instructor’s facial expression immediately had sent the signal to Maria
to not ask another question. At that point Maria withdrew back in her seat, as in
resignation.
Ernesto also commented about the importance of nonverbal communication for
Latinos and how instructors should be aware of that in the classroom. He felt that in a
classroom of non-Latinos, the Latinos might not feel free to express themselves with
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their body language and thus feel inhibited, especially when speaking about some topics
highly related to the Latino experience. He feels that one of the best ways to work with
Latinos is to do so in a one-to-one relationship and to encourage them to express
themselves in whatever way is most comfortable.
The following is a comment made by a Latina student I was helping at the
computer terminal.
It’s frustrating to hear the librarian going on explaining how to find the
information, that the numbers did not refer to the pages but to the charts, on and
on, all in a loud voice punctuated with “ Okay?” Also, Anglos have a speaking
distance taboo. Latinos will get closer together and prefer someone guiding them
step by step, by taking them there and showing them.
She also mentioned that a complaint of the students who lack English is a librarian
who will point from the desk and say something like, “ Go to row 9, side B and towards
the end of the row you’ll find such-and-such” with a finger pointing to the wall. She
said that the problem is that the librarian uses too many unfamiliar descriptions, doesn’t
make eye contact, and includes too many unclear concepts of library terminology and
classification at once. She pointed out that many librarians are unwilling to take the
patron to the location and that many cultures see pointing with a finger as an offensive
gesture, especially when combined with vague impersonal instructions.
During the interviews conducted with the Latino students, there were frequent
references to body language as they were describing experiences with staff members
and teachers.
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Teacher Influence, Involvement and Flexibility
•

Finding: Latinos, in general, reported performing better and being more motivated
when there was a supportive environment with a caring teacher/librarian who treated
them as “a friend.”
At the university level many professors feel students should take total

responsibility and “ sink or swim.” Something that I learned while taking a class
entitled Teaching the Puerto Rican Experience was how important it is for teachers to be
more aware of students’ needs and to work with students on a personal basis.
During the two years that I taught the Essentials of Library Research class, I
realized that the personal contact with the students and the extra care shown to them not
only helped them achieve more, but also reduced frustration on my part, for students
seemed to want to work harder. The majority of the Latino students I interviewed
mentioned something about the importance of a " caring” teacher and how the
involvement of a teacher in the student’s life can make all the difference in how well
they would be motivated to achieve in class, even at the university level. This has also
been documented in other literature on the education of Puerto Rican students. Nieto
(1998, p. 138), for example, states that “ it is only through care that we can ensure that
Puerto Rican students receive the affirmation they so urgently need in U.S. Schools .
She documents various studies that have been done that detail the impact that care or
rejection by a teacher can have on the academic success and sense of belonging of
Puerto Rican students. Waxman & Huang (1997) also provide a review of the literature
that discusses reasons for the success or failure of Latino students. One conclusion that
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they made was that successful students reported higher levels of educational support and
motivation from their teachers and friends.
The importance of this support and care can not be overstated. Many students in
this study admitted that the teacher was the motivating influence in whether or not they
worked in that class. Research has shown that essential features of classrooms for
Latino children include those that treat the classroom as a community or a family (Nieto
& Rolon, 1997; Sanchez, J. et al. (1992, Winter); Pease-Alvarez et al, 1991; Garcia,
1986). Studies have also shown that effective instructional practices for Latino children
include the communication of high expectations by teachers and the active engagement
of students in learning (Nieto & Rolon, 1997; Shannon (1995); Garcia, 1986; Tikunoff,
1984).
A group of teachers/researchers designed a multicultural course at the University
of Michigan, Ann Arbor geared to Latino students, with the framework of exploring
issues of intra- and intergroup relations, focusing on the Latino experience (Ortega et al,
1993). The course allowed the students to explore their cultural identities by sharing
and comparing their experiences with others. The instructors discuss the four domains
of influence that they believe shape experiences in a classroom. They are: sociocultural,
sociostructural, interpersonal and personal. They emphasize the importance, among
Latinos, of pedagogical strategies that center on experiential learning, such as fostering
a feeling of safety to promote self-disclosure, examining personal experience, and
creating a multicultural context. They conclude that instructors not only need to
become aware and sensitive to cultural differences among students, but also need to
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become conscious, through open dialogue, of the actual experiences of Latinos. In
doing so, instructors can help eliminate the disempowerment of Latinos within the
dominant society. This may also lead to students feeling less isolated or alienated in the
mainstream academic life if they feel there is mutual support, validation and
understanding.
While teaching the Essentials of Library Research class, I learned a lot about the
need for personal involvement and contact with the students. The first three semesters
of teaching the course were rather frustrating at times, as I expected students to be in
class and to do the required assignments. Yet, I was repeatedly disappointed. It wasn’t
until I started communicating regularly via e-mail and even calling students that I
noticed an increase in their class attendance and completion of assignments. In a
technology-based class it is difficult to miss a session and then come in the next time.
Every class builds on what was learned in the previous class. If students feel they are
behind they might be reluctant to come to the next class. It wasn’t until the fourth
semester that I observed how critical it was for me to immediately contact the student
via e-mail to let them know what we did, what was expected by the next class and when
I was available for help, if needed.
The second year of classes I reminded students through individual e-mails that
they needed to contact me about an absence and then informed them of what we did in
class and what was required for the next week. Students rarely missed class, but when
they did they were very good about contacting me prior, during, or immediately after
their absence to find out what we did in class. The results of this were not only
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increased personal contact and a sense of caring, but also an increased ability to keep
the class together. Students didn’t feel left behind. The first semester of this class, after
even one absence some students would feel like they were too far behind to come to the
next class and then would really suffer. In the past year, students have shared with me
some of their life difficulties, as well as difficulties with applications being learned in
class. I do feel that the extra effort taken by simply writing e-mail to students once a
week was not only instrumental in improving their computer skills, but also in helping
them to realize that there are individuals who care and are willing to help. Following
are only a couple of the requests or excuses that I received. I always responded in the
positive and offered suggestions. Following are a couple of examples of excuses given.
Mabel: I know that the bibliography is due tomorrow, but last week and this
weekend have been kind of rough, filled with many things to do, and I haven’t
had time to finish it. I was wondering if you can give me the chance of turning
it in late. I promise you that I will turn it in sometime before this Friday.
Jose: Lori, I’m very sorry that I missed your class on Tuesday. I went home for
the weekend. I needed to insure my car, which I was trying to bring to school,
plus I needed to transfer my license from NH to MASS. The only day I could do
this was on Tuesday because on Monday was President’s day and everything
was closed. The Mass motor vehicle place was packed and so I need to wait to
long. Then I needed to inspected my car. After everything was done it was 3:00
o’clock and it take about 1 hr and a half to get from Lawrence to school. I know
it’s not an excuse but I needed to get this done. I'm very sorry again. E-mail me
again please and let me know what I need to do to make up the class.
Students were very appreciative that I would work with them and they never
disappointed me. They always made the extra effort to complete work by the next class.
This extra effort on my part made a dramatic difference in class attendance,
participation and growth. Moreover, students took it upon themselves to e-mail me
prior to their absence to find out what they would be missing. The rapport in the class
increased as did the comfort level.
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Classroom Environment/Personal Interest/Contact Needed
•

Finding: Latinos reported the need for information to be presented in a way that
was personally or culturally relevant to them.
Thoughout my 20 years of working with and teaching Latino students, I have

noticed a closeness in the way that Latino teachers, in general, relate to their students
and the genuine care that they show for their students. I recently visited, in Puerto Rico,
one of the women whom I had interviewed here. She is teaching there and she invited
me to her home. The first thing she wanted to show me was a plaque that her students
had made her which included in the inscription “.. .thank you for being a wonderful
teacher and friend.” The term “ friend” really struck me. I then recalled how on some
surveys Latino students had remarked that “The librarian should be a friend, not an
employee.”
That sense of librarians as cold employees really made an impact on me. This
view of librarians and teachers as friends was pursued in interviews. I used Ernesto’s
class as a beginning point for talking about this. Antonio, a senior, describes what
might make students so comfortable in saying and expressing their opinion in Ernesto’s
class.
With Ernesto, he cares. It seems like he’s always asking questions. He wants to
know what’s going on. Like tonight there’s a party and he’s asking “ What time
are you going to the party.” Stuff like that. I think it’s just easier to open up
because he really does care, you know? And I’ve always had this model where I
don’t shut out more than I have to. If my leg hurts and I know somebody s
going to care then I’ll say “Oh, my leg hurts” because maybe you’ll say
something like “Oh, I hope it feels better” and I know that that’s coming from
you and I’ll feel a little better because sometimes we need that. If you feel the
person’s insensitive and they don’t mean that much to you and you don t feel
you mean much to them, then it’s just one of those things where you keep it to
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yourself and who cares? Let’s just get this out of the way. And it happens to a
lot of teachers. With Ernesto, I think he just becomes your friend and that’s just
like the most important thing. Everybody in the class knows each other and he’s
made sure that everybody feels comfortable with each other and asking a
question that someone in the class might know.
He talks about everything. We’ll talk about the incident, but at the same time
we’ll talk about issues and he’ll just ask questions and like the other day he’s
asking me about my job. He’s like “ So how did you get the job, what’d they
ask you?” He didn’t ask me that in a bad way, but he just wants to know. He’s
curious and he gets the whole class to ask questions. At the time I didn’t even
walk in thinking that anybody was even going to care about how my interview
went, but everybody just seemed to just stop the class and ask me. And after
that you just feel great because you feel like everybody’s a good part of you.
At least in that classroom, it feels like a little family. So this feels great.

This touched on teacher influence in class and how their involvement and
influence helped students achieve. There seems to be a need and willingness, on the
part of the students, to do things for those who care about you. Antonio continued in his
reflections of the importance of a caring and involved instructor.
I think that definitely they [teachers] have to be involved. It’s funny because the
more involved the professor was with me, at least the more they showed they
cared, the more, I think you do things. You see as a child I think most times
kids don’t do things for themselves because they don’t know any better. You
figure if I jump off a tree I won’t break my leg. I’ll be all right. You always
picture yourself jumping from a house and being O.K. and vulnerable, but when
you do things for others, I think you stop and think a little more and growing up
with my parents, my dad’s 68 now and mom’s 63, and I’m 23, so you know
obviously they had me when they were older. And it was just crazy, because
growing up they never really told us what not to do. Especially in Lawrence, in a
city with so much drugs and corruption, you know, but they always told us “We
love you and everything you do is going to affect me or hurt me when you do
this to yourself.” So I always took that to heart and I would run around with my
friends and I would think “Wait, If I fall and break my leg it would hurt me, but
my parents are going to be in more pain, because I don’t want to show my mom
a broken leg. She would just die.” So I always learned to live my life
accordingly, according to other people and what they thought, and if they cared
then I didn’t want to hurt them. I wanted to at least make them feel comfortable
and proud.
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With teachers it was the same way. As long as the teacher showed me that I was
worth something and I was worth doing something right, I always felt like I
wanted to do it, to make them feel that I wasn’t letting them down at least. I
would always do it for them, which is for the wrong reasons why you do things,
but kids need some reason to know to do something, whether it’s the right or
wrong reason, at least you’re doing it and I did put a lot of emphasis on doing
my work and getting things done right when I had a teacher that I felt I wanted
to make proud or at least not make them feel like I was like the rest, you know,
because we had a lot of bad kids in my class.
At the university you learn to detach because teachers here don’t really seem to
know you very well. Cuz it’s such a large university, so unless you really get to
know them, like Ernesto, for example, then in that case I’ll make sure that I get
my web page done and I really want it to be nice. I want Ernesto to feel like he
taught me something, that he’s done a good job, because this all reflects on him.
Like my accounting class, right now I’m not doing very well and I feel like
nobody cares anyways so if I go to see the teacher she’ll be like “Well, why
haven’t you learned this?” The class is so large, she doesn’t really know me. I
don’t know her. If I do fail it won’t be a big deal, which I know I’ll be O.K. But
I’m just struggling in the class now and, I think that at the University it’s such a
large school it’s just tough to become a student’s best friend, at least try to get to
know them on a personal level without forgetting their names. There are so
many kids.

Many students who were interviewed mentioned the importance of having caring
professors and the difference that can make in the educational experience. It was too
often their experience, on the mainland, to have had professors who stay out of students’
lives. Finding a caring teacher was a benefit to them. Also noted by many was the
advantage of having a class of Latinos where the culture is known and comfortable and
the norm is a different norm from that of a typical Anglo class. Antonio had
suggestions of what a teacher might do differently.
Just be friendly and talk about things. Some teachers are just business, you
know. They just come here and teach what they have to teach. You know,
they’re on the clock, they don’t want you to leave two minutes before. They
want you to sit down and listen and retain and just be able to regurgitate
everything you’ve learned afterwards on a piece of paper. When you have that
pressure that’s tough. But when you have a teacher who s your friend, at least
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you come into class and it’s like “Hey, what’s going on?” And they know you
by name and everybody, you know, talks and communicates. It’s just
completely different. You’re more laid back and it’s easier to learn these
things. I think at the time you feel like everybody’s at the same level and you
just want to learn the same as everybody else in the class and you want to
definitely make the teacher feel good. I think that the teacher knows you so if
you get an F she’s going to be looking at that and I just think that you don’t
want that to happen. It’s just completely different than being in the back of the
class and unknown. I mean, definitely if the teacher’s cool and poses questions
and asks things and talks about everyday life things, kids feel more
comfortable.

Cultural Insights
One of the themes that surfaced was that there are cultural differences between
Latinos and non-Latinos that might be of importance to librarians and computer
instructors as they work with students. Under the broad term of cultural insights there
are subthemes: cultural relevance needed, personal interest, classroom environment, and
classroom dynamics. In a library classroom setting, differing cultural knowledge may be
evidenced when students (in this case Latinos) diverge from the point at hand in an
attempt to make something relevant to their culture and knowledge base. Instead of the
instructor using this as an opportunity to explore this information, they may see it as
“off the point”. By comparing students from Ernesto’s classes with students from my
classes, it was clear that I was the one without the necessary capital in their classes, for I
did not understand a lot of their shared experiences, expectations in social interactions,
or referrals to various items of their culture. By trying to understand the differences
between Ernesto’s and my classes, I was able to gain a little insight as to how to make a
class more relevant to these students and more compatible to the type of cultural
knowledge that they shared.
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One of the main observations made during this study was how important it is for
the teacher to make examples real and relevant to the students. The majority of Latinos
interviewed commented on how much better they did when time was taken to allow
them to explore a topic that was relevant to them. In fact, early in my teachings of the
Essentials of Library Research class, one of the students made the following suggestion:
Nate: “You might be able to better present the information through more interesting
topics.” That coincided with my observation of the Internet for Latino Studies class
where Ernesto made each topic one of interest to the students.
There were a couple of sessions that intrigued me where Ernesto was showing a
display of one of the discussion groups that dealt with the race issue in Puerto Rico, of
whether you were white or black. What I noticed from the session was that the students
who had not really been paying attention, started to pay attention. They were at a
computer engaged in something else. When they heard this conversation they immediately
turned their attention to what he was saying and a couple of them stood up and addressed
the class about things they had known. The conversation went on for a long time. Would
this have happened in a class with mixed people, or did it occur because they felt
comfortable in that environment and they were all dealing with the same issues? Ernesto
responded that the reason that came up was that usually Puerto Ricans and Dominicans
who grew up on the mainland see the race relationship differently than do those from the
islands. He also discussed the importance of the conversation, in general, and how Latinos
may be afraid to express themselves when in the minority. He commented on the
advantage of relating topics to the Latino experience. I asked others about this
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phenomenon for further experiences. Roberto felt it was important to relate the topic at
hand to real life.
Let’s say I know nothing about computers and you come up and tell me that
computers are used in engineering. This is what they’re going to do: they’re going
to build buildings and rocket ships and all this other stuff, but it doesn’t relate to
my major or what I want to do in life, why should I take an interest in it? So, you
do have to make it personal and real to the students.
Jane, a graduate Anglo student who taught Hispanics in Texas agreed.
One of the main things which my students commented on (my upward bound
students) they did a search all together and the example was some author that the
students didn't even care about. If they [librarians] would have used something
from the group’s culture, the students were mostly Mexican-American; if they
would have even said something like the Chupacabra, I think they would have had
more of an impact than looking for a Robert Frost poem, even if it’s a great poem.
You’ve got to reach the students first (chuckle). Whereas my black students at the
community college, a lot of the authors that they thought up were people they’d
heard of, Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou. She [the librarian] pointed out those
things, because 95% of my students were black. So she made them feel like it was
more theirs. They could relate to it and they even commented, “Wow, she showed
us where the black authors were.” She showed us this and during Black History
Month they had a section of books, and they liked that. Whereas the Hispanic
students really commented that they couldn’t understand how the topic related to
them. They’re showing them the resources, but they didn’t make the connection.
Jane commented that Ernesto hooked them in by talking to them about Chicanos,
Hispanics, Latinos, and the different terms that might be needed depending on your search.
He always gave them something related to their experience by bringing in interesting
articles on other Latino countries and discussing how computers and technology are being
used in those countries for or against the people.
One undergraduate student from the Essentials of Library Research class emphasized
that Latinos are brought up differently from other cultures and may have different
perspectives and ways of thinking about certain issues. She said it is important for
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teachers to realize that students will have different points of view and that students should
be encouraged to express those views and then try to connect them back to the main topic.
For some students it might be another way for them to understand a topic if it is explained
through different voices and with cultural examples.

Cultural Dynamics in a Class of Latino Students
As I observed Ernesto’s classes, not only was I aware that events and sequences
seemed to be a lot more fluid than in other classes, but also was aware that my opinion
of how the class was conducted changed through the course of the semester and after
speaking with students. There was a lot of freedom allowed the students in their
dialogues, their interactions, their arrival and departure from class and in their
participation in the class. At first glance things seemed chaotic to me and I wondered
about the learning that was going on. As the semester progressed I saw that it was
precisely this freedom from rigidity that allowed students to explore and to take risks,
thus enhancing their learning.
I spoke to many of the students about this phenomenon and concluded that for the
students this was an asset, but ultimately it wouldn’t have all come together if it hadn’t
been for Ernesto’s personality and involvement with the students. One student
mentioned that one of the real benefits of the way that the class is structured is that it’s
so traditional, in the Latin American style, where the norm is that it s O.K. to be late
and to just speak out and say things, whether one speaks in English or Spanish. This
student especially liked that it was so easy and comfortable to talk and have everybody
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understand. Many students expressed relief at having other students in the class who
would understand their language or who were willing to share their experiences.
Ernesto spoke about the way the structure of a class would have to change
depending on whether or not there were Latinos in the classroom. He commented on
how Latinos in a classroom seem to allow for more flexibility in communication and
time, which is typically not something an Anglo instructor is comfortable with.
However, this is not to say that an instructor must shift the class if there are students
from other cultures present. Instead, it is hoped that instructors will be sensitive to the
varying styles of communication among groups and come to some class agreement (or
individual agreements) about classroom structure. By explaining to students why the
classroom is structured a certain way each student knows the expectations. Preferable,
however, would be for the instructor to invite reactions to the classroom structure and
dynamics and have the group decide on what is comfortable, as well as productive for
the group.
It was evident that the students who took Ernesto's classes felt very comfortable
and at ease in that environment where almost everyone shared a similar culture. I
wondered if the same benefits would be derived from a class of all minorities who were
not just Latinos. In a conversation with Antonio I learned that there truly was
something important about having all Latinos in a class and that his experiences from
having a class geared to minorities in general did not result in such a positive
experience. He had taken an ALANA class, which was comprised of Asians, Latinos,
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African Americans, and Native Americans. He spoke about how this class was not a
comfortable experience for him.
These people want to categorize us and say we’re all the same because we’re
minorities. And we’re not. We’re so different that we end up in more argument
and disagreement in the class, than what there would be if just anybody could be
in the class. It’s just so funny because I think they think that since we’re all
minorities that we would all just get along because we re all oppressed and have
a common goal or a common oppressor or whatever you want to call it and
that’s where they’re completely wrong because the truth is, not everyone feels
oppressed the same way, not everyone feels the same way the others feel. That
creates fights and arguments and disagreements.
I don’t feel that I’m being oppressed the same way as this guy next to me just
because he speaks Spanish and he’s black. I’m black also. Although we look
the same we’re not the same and it creates big disagreements. So I’ve never
been in another class like Ernesto’s, but I’ve been in other classes that have been
diverse and it’s just more comfortable [in Ernesto’s class] than in the regular
class where there’s regular white kids.
You know, I think in Ernesto’s class it’s just easier. I mean that’s their common
ground [being Latino], just like anything else. You come to another country and
you find someone who’s American, you know, and you’re eating some dog,
won’t you be like “ Wow, don’t you miss hamburgers?” That’s like common to
you guys. Something you can both agree with and maybe you're completely
different people who would never speak to each other here. But in that country
you’d be best friends. It’s happened to me before where I found the best friend
just because they’re Spanish or they look like me. And that’s the way I think it
is, we’re all just the same and it’s easy to communicate and have fun and just
laugh and not even think about it. I don’t know if it’s because we’re Spanish,
but for some reason it’s just easier, because we’re not thinking about other
things, like, you know the oppressor. I don’t think we’ve mentioned racism
once. I mean we’ve talked about, like I said, sexism and women and gender and
we’ve kind of brought up those things, but I think that’s common in any class,
whether you’re from the same ethnic group or not.

An interesting comment by Antonio centers on the fact that he doesn’t really feel
part of the culture here in the U.S. and still feels his home is the Dominican Republic.
So he has not fully assimilated nor feels any need or desire to do so, even though he’s
been here for most of his life. In other comments he alluded to this for being part of the
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reason why he succeeded in a school which had one of the highest drop out rates in
Massachusetts. He always felt that “I’m not in my house” and was just going to get as
much as he could from here and then could go back if he wanted to.

Classroom Environment in the Library
Part of the benefit of finding out how Latino students felt about their experiences
in other classes and with teachers was to be able to learn of elements that could be
transferred back into our library instruction program to make the environment more
conducive for all students.
The Latinos who were interviewed felt that an involved and caring teacher and a
warm classroom environment were necessary for a positive experience in that classroom.
Roberto, a senior in the Internet for Latino Studies class, felt that it is important for the
instructor to be animated, motivated and humorous, if possible, to maintain the interest of
the students. He also thought it was effective to use visuals to catch the interest of the
students. For librarians who have one hour to present material he offered a suggestion of
how to get the students’ interest.
Well I’m pretty sure that everybody can relate to some of the frustrations that
they’ve gone through trying to search a database. So, maybe relating a personal
experience about one of the students and what had happened. It might be
humorous or maybe at a point where the students say “ Yea that happened to me. I
can relate to that because I was feeling that when I was running my search.” So,
as long as you can present a situation where somebody can relate to it, and not
necessarily voice it, you’ll keep that person’s attention, their interest, ‘cuz maybe
they’ll be like “How can I avoid that next time?” Because, when you come into
the university you’re here for four years, unless whatever the circumstances might
be to cause you to leave earlier. You’re still going to be here for a certain amount
of time, and in that time I’m pretty sure you’re going to come across a research
paper, so it’s to your benefit to learn how to use the materials that are available,
the resources.
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Teaching/Leaming Styles
As previously stated, one of the findings from this study was that Latinos reported
the need for information to be presented in a way that was personally or culturally
relevant to them. As discussed in Chapter 3, Latinos tend to have different learning styles
from Anglos. This section will illustrate some of the activities that were done in the class
that had positive effects on learning interactions. They include working in groups,
students teaching, and e-mail journals. There is also a subsection on students responding
about preferred learning style. The types of activities here also were used as ways of
alternatively assessing the class. As may be noticed, students did not take standardized,
formal tests. Instead, the assessments were based on relevant, real life activities that were
more culturally conducive to the type of classroom that they had been in throughout the
semester. These types of assessments used their cultural knowledge to an advantage by
allowing students to incorporate their world and experiences into the projects or tasks.

Working in Groups
Cooperative learning is one way to allow students the chance to accomplish tasks in a
non-threatening way. In the Essentials of Library Research class, I observed that students
would naturally pair off to work together and the results of doing so. On their
assignments I allowed them to work together to provide one response sheet, as well as to
work together on projects. In all four semesters, students readily found someone to work
with. Some groups worked quickly together, accomplished their task and then moved on
to explore other areas. Others worked at a slower pace but didn’t seem pressured to get
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their task done just because others had finished. Some of the pairings were based on
previous friendships. However, from the very beginning, students seemed to feel
comfortable working with someone else at the computer and on assignments. They
helped each other through difficulties and learned to explore together with more ease. By
the middle of each semester there was a strong sense of camaraderie in the class and
students would feel free to ask anyone for assistance. Anne, a senior in the class, had the
following comment.
I found that the part of the class at the beginning where you asked the students to
explain how to do something to the class was very useful. The class seemed to be
able to understand it and really listened to what people had to say. I think it helps
to have your peers help you because you don’t feel so helpless and because peers
sometimes use language that is more understandable.
Jane also found that working in pairs was helpful for the Hispanic and the
developmental students that she taught. She relates her experience of teaching these
students about computers. Many of these students had a fear of computers because of their
inexperience. She took the initiative and worked with them in her office prior to going to a
library instruction session. She found that pairing them up alleviated a lot of the fear for
the students.
Another way that students worked together was by planning a lesson and presenting
it to the class. Previously I mentioned experiences of student presentations, but would
like to expand on the experiences here, as this teaching technique was a major turning
point for interactions in the class. This was something that I introduced during the fourth
semester of this class and something that I had consistently done when I taught Spanish at
the high school level. In pairs, students presented their topic/lesson to the class. I was
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very impressed by the planning and presentations of the topics they had chosen.
Originally I was concerned that some students would refuse to get to the front of the class.
The students here seemed eager. They were allowed to design the class any way they
chose and to present the material in a way that was comfortable to them. Usually one
student was at the keyboard while the other spoke.
This was a great opportunity for me to see how a Latino would conduct the class. In
addition to them planning presentations, they would regularly volunteer to come to the
front of the class to explain a concept to the rest of the class if I opened it up and asked if
anyone knew how to do such and such.
Anne was the only Anglo in the class and after her presentation she reflected on how
she would do the presentation differently. She worked with Eli, who knew the least of
anyone about computers. They presented the concept of how to download from the web
onto a disc. Anne had noticed throughout the semester that the Latinos in the classroom
had different learning styles from hers.

I think, knowing the class I would have shown them step by step what to do or if
they wanted to try it on their own to only focus on the sheet and to not pay attention
to me. To try to block me and the step by step instructions out and to just figure it
out on their own with the sheet. But to know that if they did get stuck that they
could just ask me. I thought that since I typed out the sheet Eli would introduce it
but she didn’t really feel comfortable. How I originally prepared is by having two of
my friends follow the sheets and told them I was there for questions. Both of them
completed it and said how they both wanted copies so in the future they could
download and that they didn’t know that you could do that. I found this scary
because they were both seniors. The only thing is this did not help me very much
because my two friends have different learning styles than my classmates. They are
both used to just following instructions from a sheet and not being very interactive
with their learning.
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E-mail Journals as a Tool to Facilitate Learning
In the fourth semester that I offered the Essentials of Library Research class, email correspondence was heavily used as a way for students to communicate with me
about their problems, concerns, and successes using computers. Students would e-mail
me at least once a week, but many times two to three times a week to report on what
they had done in class, including strategies they learned and any difficulties they had
had.
Because one of my goals for the class was to learn more appropriate and effective
ways to present material, students were encouraged to let me know when something that
I presented was unclear and to offer suggestions for how I could improve my teaching
or of other ways that I might present something. They were very open and honest about
many issues and helped me understand more about their needs in and out of the
classroom. I would check my mail several times a day and respond immediately, if
possible.
E-mail correspondence was one way that I developed and maintained a connection
to the students. Many of the messages were like phone conversations with a warm
friendliness to them such as: Have a nice weekend, See you in class, I have to let you
go now. Students did develop a confidence of being able to tell me when they didn’t
understand what was covered in class, as well as concerns they had as illustrated in the
following example by Laura.
Mar. 10 Today I felt that I was going to go crazy because we went over class
assignments very quickly. I do not know if I got every information that you
went over in class [proceeded to document what we did]. Then you started to
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explaing [sic] us about the Joining listservs. Before you started to explaing [sic]
what Joining listserv meant my mind got blank because this is the first time I
had heard this word. After you told the class that Joining listservs was thousand
and thousand of discussion room that talk about different topics or research that
give us information about specific topic we are researching my mind was not
any more in blank. Thank for your explanation I was able to understand what
Joining listservs meant After everyone new what Joining listservs meant we
move on to locate some listservs. We found some listservs, but we did not see
any group talking at that time.
I appreciated honest comments such as those and then prompted students to help
define what they didn’t understand, or at what point things became unclear. It also
reminded me that sometimes I still assume that students know certain terms. In this
case, I showed examples of listservs, but perhaps the threads weren’t as relevant to their
life experiences. It seems that they were associating (at least Laura) listservs with chat
rooms since she said “discussion room” and “did not see any group talking at that
time.” I had used the term discussion group to help explain listserv. This was a great
clue to me that I needed to demonstrate the differences between listservs/discussion
groups and chatrooms. In fact, a student demonstrated chatrooms later on in the
semester. It also prompted me to review, repeat, and have students demonstrate more
during class. In my subsequent examples I showed discussion groups from the
Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico so that they could read issues about their islands.
They became much more lively, more focused and showed more comprehension of why
they might want to join a discussion group.
These messages allowed me to focus on students; needs. I was able to respond one
to one to each student to help them along so that they would not have to wait until the
next class to understand and practice what we had done. If a few students wrote to me
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with the same concern I would then e-mail a response to the whole group. Then, in the
next session, we were able to start with that point and review to see if there were still any
questions.

Students Respond about Preferred Learning/Teaching Styles
It was no surprise that students preferred an active learning environment with a
variety of styles to the lecture style of the traditional classroom. However, many students
commented on the need to have many visuals so that they could refer back to them or to
look at them for increased comprehension. The ability to do a problem hands-on was
voiced as being essential to many students. I wanted to find out if students preferred to do
an example at the same time as the instructor or to do it later. Margarita, a student
enrolled in my Essentials of Library Research class, explains that she prefers to have a
handout with the instructions so that she can go at her own pace and admits that if the
instructor is demonstrating something, she will try to follow along but might be either a
few steps ahead or a few steps behind.
Let’s say you get lost or you don’t understand what they're saying. You’ve got the
handout and you refer to it and find your way back. And even if you understood
everything, even 10 days from now you can refer back to your handout. It’s like a
useful reference page.

She prefers to have the handout first so that she will know what the instructor will be
talking about or doing. She realizes that not everybody's working at the same pace and
that some students want to take more time to understand than others. The handouts allow
the students to work at their own pace while the instructor is circulating around to help.
Margarita prefers to know at the beginning of the class what will be covered. She also
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reflects on her particular learning style, what it is like for someone with English as her
second language at this institution and gives suggestions for teachers.
Especially here, like this university, classes are made up of different people from
different parts of the world. Everybody’s different and everybody has their own
style of learning and acquire material, so for example, there are some teachers who
fly through the stuff. I think they should take more time, and if you know that
you’re a student that understands that’s O.K. But there are students out there who
will appreciate it if you go over it again. They need to take their time. And also
to get students more interested in doing stuff, like have different methods of
teaching, don’t lecture everything. Bring a speaker in, but for some classes you
can’t bring a speaker in, try to work differently. Teach the class in different ways
so that students don’t get bored with it. Everyone will understand it too.
They should have visual all stuff. For example, for me when I first came here I
didn’t understand what people were saying. I knew that if I read the stuff I
understood it more. Sometimes when the teachers said it I don’t understand what
she said. But if I see it then I understood it. I think a lot of people come from
different diversity and stuff. One of the things they’ll find most helpful is seeing
things writting (sic)down. It doesn’t matter if it’s a handout or on the board.

Jane, the only Anglo in Ernesto’s class, talked about how Ernesto structured his
class to accommodate the different ability levels of the students. She describes more of
a peer-centered classroom with the support of Ernesto, where everyone felt comfortable
to ask questions and learn from each other.
If Ernesto was helping someone, people would just throw out a question “Hey, I’m
lost” and someone would say “Well try.... Let me look/' Like I recall one girl
who couldn’t get an attachment to an e-mail to open and Ernesto was working with
someone and she said “ Does anyone know how to do this?” and one of the guys in
the class did and suggested something that worked. In the very first class, when he
passed out the articles and sort of explained the syllabus and the class, he stated, I
mean, he put it right out there, that we could all help each other. And so, I think
that in doing that in the first class and then people starting to ask questions, he said
“ Some of you have more computer knowledge than others, you can help each other
out.” I think that hearing that a few times, everyone started doing that, because
now it’s definitely everyone helping everyone, where people are starting to put web
pages up so everyone, whoever’s web page is up on the screen up front will kind of
go up and show their web page and different links and stuff. [Students will give
feedback like] “Ah, you know, that link was misleading.” Things like that. It’s
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very interesting. Most people in there, if they know something, or if somebody
asks a question, they have no problem saying “ Hey I know about that” or stepping
forward and I don’t know whether in other situations they may or may not.

Jane also observed that Ernesto likes to sit in the circle, or with the students, and that
the class is more like a group conversation, where he facilitates.
He’ll throw out ideas for all of us. If he knows that one of the students in the class
knows more information on the subject he’ll say “ So and so, do you know about
this, or what do you think?” This girl Ana and I in there are both in Social Justice
and so he’ll talk about some sort of subject having to do with Social Justice and
say, “ Do you two want to add anything?” You know, things that in some classes a
professor wouldn’t want to give up that control. That’s kind of what it is. It’s
great! I love it! It makes everyone feel like they can learn from each other and I
don’t think that any of us are afraid to ask any sort of question. We’re all building
web pages right now. One person will know how to do different types of links and
another person will find some really interesting page. “ Hey I found this web page
everyone. Look at this!” Everyone seems to like the hands on. Like, when
Ernesto mentions something we all go and do it, rather than sitting there and
listening. We want to get on there and “ Oh, he said do this, or mentioned this let’s go find it.”
One of the important messages I learned from speaking with Latino students was that
there are differences in the teacher student relationship in Latino countries and in the
United States. Many times that extra support, care and flexibility from a teacher is missing
in the Anglo centered classroom. A little kindness and personal interest can go a long way
This could be as basic making note of something of importance in the student’s life and
commenting on it from time to time.

Other Issues of Concern for Latinos Using Libraries
Because Latino countries generally do not have the same access to libraries or
materials as we do here, many students come to this institution with little or no experience
using libraries. Even for many who had been in this country for a long time, the library
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was a new experience for them. Some of the students spoke about their experiences using
libraries. Many hadn’t realized the importance of libraries and didn’t go in until someone
took them there.
Margarita had the advantage of seeing the university library before she came to the
university. The tour that she took allowed her a nonthreatening way to be exposed to the
library and made her more inclined to step into the library. Even though Margarita would
use the library from time to time, she still was very hesitant to ask questions. Students
spoke about the impression they got that librarians were authoritarians.
Many Latinos come from cultures that emphasize respect for authority. This is
especially true of those whose families have not been a part of the power structure. In
these cases and because of their previous educational experiences, some Latinos may feel
they shouldn’t ask questions of librarians, who hold a position of authority. When they
need assistance, they tend to go to their families rather than to public agencies for support.
Antonio’s first experiences with librarians left him with an image that has stayed with him
through college.
As far as the librarians, all I can think of is I remember growing up and librarians
being just cold and there was just always these ladies that said “ Shut up, be quiet,
you’re going to get kicked out of the library if you keep it up.” Stuff like that. So
you get this bad idea about librarians. I don’t know what it is about librarians, it
seems like they’re sheltered. They just sit there and read a lot and they’re the kind
of person you really don’t want to approach, unless you really need ‘em, which is
the only time I approach them. I think the whole thing with librarians, like
anything else, you picture this woman who’s just there to tell everybody to be
quiet and not to say anything and “ What do you need?” They get you what you
want and its like, it’s like, I don’t know, like not very friendly at all. And I think
that comes from grammar school, high school where kids are taught library skills.
Well at least in my grammar school I remember we had to do library classes and
they told us how to look for materials, books and you joke around with the friends
in class and she’d come out and she’d just yell, just mean and I [laughing] just
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remember. I remember all that, you know. And especially even going to a public
library too, in Lawrence. It was the same thing. I remember just going to the
library and just being yelled at being told to be quiet.
In Lawrence it’s funny, because the high school and the library are right across
from each other and you’re not allowed to go on the side of the library during
school or after school. There’s school policy there to make sure everybody goes
home. And they barricade, they close the street, and everybody gets out of there.
So, there’s a lot of things that come with libraries, for me at least, so I never go to
the library. To me, like going to the library is like going to this place. I feel that
now that I’m older I’m allowed to, in other words. But as a kid, as a child I never
felt like I was allowed to go to a library, like it’s not a place for kids to be.

Other students spoke about racist encounters. Antonio, an undergraduate from the
Dominican Republic, discussed how people still attribute intelligence to whether or not
someone speaks English correctly.
I think that the problem is when somebody doesn’t speak the language you
normally think they’re stupid, or think they’re slow or think they don’t know
anything and I think that’s a misconception and it’s hard to get rid of that bias
and that racist and that whole mentality that if they don’t speak the language
they know less and what not. Well, obviously if somebody doesn’t speak the
language it’s a little harder, but even if they’re from another culture I think that
that whole standard comes in that way and I think that people should just
overlook that and just teach unbiasedly and teach what they have to teach.

Antonio also discussed some of the tension he feels on campus. He has a strong
sense of attachment to his cultural/ethnic group. Although he does socialize with
students who are white, he is tom because socializing with white students has an impact
on his status among his Latino friends. He attributes some of this to the reason why
there’s so little communication and perhaps an unwillingness to ask questions of others.
At the computers everyone just sits there and minds their own business and I
don’t really think people communicate at all. I’ve honestly never seen anyone at
the computers asking for help or asking anyone. I mean they’ll ask someone a
question, but that’s it. So there’s not much communication. I think tension is
somewhat high in this university between cultures, like groups, anyways. I think
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like these white kids honestly don’t feel that there’s a lot of racism or anything.
They see it, they see everyone rallying behind this stuff and they see all that but
if anybody makes a comment, I think people have learned what to say and it’s
not like what you say, it’s what you think.
I don’t think people are bad. I have nothing against anybody, white kids or
anything, but it’s always funny, just saying white kids, just the way it comes out
that even sounds bad. It’s like it gets to a point you're questioning yourself ’cuz
you’re saying “ Wow, what if you would have said “ Black kid”, or “ Spanish
kid”, how would that have come out? I just think there’s a lot of tension. You
have your friends and that’s it. Personally for me, I have a few white friends
who are American kids and I say we’re friends in school, but it’s nothing
concrete because I think that everybody’s so segregated here you really can’t
have a real true friend. Well, you probably can. There are people out there who
do, but you get called all sorts of things like sell out. And it exists and it’s there
and it’s just like, tonight at the BCP [bilingual collegiate program] banquet I
could never bring a white. If I was to take a white girl to the dance or the party
to sit there I would hear it all night and I think that’s what happens.
Summary
For the students interviewed and surveyed in this study, the issues of language and
culture were important factors in determining how well students achieved in the
computer classes in which they were enrolled. Clearly a class designed specifically for
Latinos in learning computer applications helped remove many of the barriers present
for students with English as their second language. The class also allowed students to
take risks that they may not have otherwise taken.
Regardless of the make-up of the class, though, teacher involvement and
flexibility were seen as being major contributors to the motivation to succeed in the
class. Also important was the teacher learning of cultural and social expectations of
these students, thus making their cultural capital a strength in the classroom. By
incorporating the students’ historical knowledge and analysis into the daily classroom
activities, students felt as though they were validated and that their culture was relevant
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to the learning experience. Through the observation and participation in these classes
and through the interviews, I was able to take away ideas and suggestions that could
benefit any educator in any classroom of diverse learners. The next chapter will
summarize the findings and offer implications for educators.

CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
This study identified some of the barriers that may be present for Latinos as they
attempt to negotiate the increasingly complex electronic systems now available in
academic libraries and it offered some suggestions for ameliorating the difficult
situations that might be present for Latinos.
In this research study the in-depth interviews, group dialogues and surveys with
both undergraduate and graduate Latino students at one academic library provided me
the opportunity to explore further not only how Latinos learn computer applications and
the perceived barriers they have in using them, but also their response to the role they
believe libraries, librarians and teachers should have in facilitating this process.
This study, although small in scope, has implications for librarians and teachers.
Librarians should recognize that when working with students it is important to
remember that each person is an individual with his or her own needs and expectations.
Each student brings with him or her a unique background. Latinos born and raised in
Puerto Rico have different cultural, linguistic, and educational backgrounds than those
raised in the United States.
Major findings of this study will be summarized in this chapter, including lessons
learned from the classroom studies and suggestions for improving instruction to Latino
students. Implications for educators will also be discussed.
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Major Findings
This study found that there were definite differences in computer and library use
between Latinos raised in the United States and Latinos who were raised elsewhere.
Below are the major findings of the study.
•

Social class and cultural capital were found to be more significant than ethnicity or
language dominance in library use, comfort or asking for assistance.

•

Latinos, in general, reported performing better and being more motivated when there
was a supportive environment with a caring teacher/librarian who treated them as “a
friend,” which they reported feeling in a class comprised of Latinos.

•

Latinos reported the need for information to be presented in a way that was
personally or culturally relevant to them.

•

Latinos were found to use nonverbal communication as an important means for
transmitting and interpreting messages.

Brief Summary Discussion of Findings
Cultural capital and social class appeared to have great importance in how
students used the library. In this study Latinos were classified according to whether or
not they were bom/raised in the continental United States. It was found that those who
were non-United States Latinos had an advantage when it came to using the library. For
example: parents of non-U.S. Latinos had a higher level of educational attainment than
did those raised in the United States. This higher social class standing or educational
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upbringing may have given those students an edge and may account for some of their
noted persistence in obtaining information or in learning computers.
Non-U.S. Latinos had a strong sense of self-esteem and pride in their heritage and
held onto the capital knowledge that they had gained from their upbringing. They
tended to feel more comfortable, regardless of English language ability, to use Spanish
rather than mixing it with English, to ask questions more readily, and to take advantage
of more resources than did Latinos from the United States who listed Spanish or English
as their native language. The non-U.S. Latinos had a different attitude about their
purpose here. They used their stay here to obtain as much information as possible, not
getting caught up in the biases that the U.S. Latinos had to confront. Non-U.S. Latinos
knew that they “were not in their house” and that they would be returning home. So, for
non-U.S. Latinos, the cultural capital they accumulated in their land was used to an
advantage here, whereas U.S. Latinos tended to lack the capital that they needed. They
had been brought up without a lot of the status or power of the Anglos and did not
receive many of the same educational opportunities as Anglos in many regards, due to a
lower social class or because their educational background may not have included
pedagogy or content that was culturally congruent, thus devaluing their backgrounds or
perspectives.
The learning environment also has a big impact on achievement for many Latinos.
The second major finding is that Latinos, in general, reported performing better and
being more motivated when there was a supportive environment with a caring
teacher/librarian who treated them as “a friend.” They reported feeling this in a class
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comprised of Latinos. They also mentioned that close relationships with faculty are
important motivators to their success.
The third finding states that Latinos reported the need for information to be
presented in a way that was personally or culturally relevant to them. In this study,
cultural values strongly affected teacher-student relationships and classroom behavior.
Most mainstream American students attending school and college have been raised in
only one culture. They are familiar with the style of instruction and have command of
the English language. The same cannot be assumed of minority students.
As previously mentioned, cultural and linguistic differences played a determining
role in whether or not a student would ask for assistance. Latinos, in general, indicated
that they hesitated to seek help due to the fear of being misunderstood because of
language differences, communication style differences, and cultural differences.
Hesitancy to ask questions out of fear of being prejudged was also stated. Once the
students understood how to do something or where to go for information their comfort
level increased, so comfort level appears to be closely tied to knowledge. Cognitive,
learning and motivational styles of many students may be different from those most
often expected by teachers and librarians who represent the majority culture. Changing
the classroom environment to one that is more receptive to different styles affords
students a much needed chance to express themselves in a way in which they are
comfortable.
The fourth finding is that Latinos use nonverbal communication as an important
means for transmitting and interpreting messages. The use or absence of that
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communication had an impact on the interaction between the librarian and the student.
This should be an area of great importance for instructors who are working with
students. Subtle cues can be misinterpreted or completely unnoticed in an interaction,
resulting in miscommunication. Nonverbal communication and body language play an
important part in the communication patterns and they differ between cultures.
There were also additional findings in the study that I would like to mention. One
is that the majority of students, both Latinos and non-Latinos, did not affirm that their
grades improved after having used the library. Additionally, most students of all
backgrounds, had only a vague sense of the role and skills of a librarian. The majority
could not differentiate between a trained professional librarian and an assistant.
Another finding was that library programs that included outside contact with Latino
students and related campus programs were successful in increasing the numbers of
these students who used the library. Outreach efforts to promote accessibility to and
understanding of library resources were identified as being useful in overcoming
negative perceptions about the library among Latino students.

Implications to Instruction: Lessons Learned
As I taught the Essentials of Library Research course and received suggestions, I
attempted to improve my techniques of illustrating strategies and tips to the students.
Many of the changes were results of analyzing previous classroom studies and using the
findings (mentioned above) to guide the changes. The main lesson that I learned was that
material needed to be presented in a way that was relevant to the students. I also learned
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that I needed to change the classroom environment so that it was one more closely
matched to their styles and comfort level. However, one of the most important changes
that was the hardest for me was to learn “ how to be a friend.” For many students, the
personal contact with the teacher was critical in their motivation in learning computer
skills.
Following are some suggestions given by students in the class, through e-mail
correspondence, class discussions, personal conversations, interviews and surveys.
Following that are changes I made to the Essentials of Library Research class the
following semester.

Suggestions Made By Students
1. Give a handout in each class to explain the steps covered in class and also to show
what is expected for the next class.
2. Demand that students practice outside of class.
3. Give more assignments.
4. Be stricter about students doing assignments on the due date.
5. Present the material through more interesting topics.
6. Give basic steps.
7. Assess the computer ability of students.
8. Give tours of other floors in the library or work that requires students to use other
floors/departments.
9. Keep doing the quick review at the beginning of each class of what was done in the
previous class.
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10. Keep posting on the chalkboard what will be covered during the class.

The preceding suggestions for improvements to the course, along with previous
interviews and observations of Ernesto’s class and individual comments and group
comments during the Fall 1997 class in particular, resulted in a major overhaul of the
Essentials of Library Research Class for the Spring 1998 session.

Changes Made For the Following Semester
The Spring 1998 semester class contained the following additions to the course:
1.

I required at least weekly correspondence with me via e-mail of strategies used to find
information or in using computer applications, as well as concerns, difficulties and
suggestions. This meant that students had to use computers outside of the classroom.
During this time period, the reference department acquired ten terminals that had
public Internet access. This allowed students a free site to check their e-mail and use
the database and Internet resources. This experience expedited a lot of learning
because students were practicing more. Students progressed at a faster rate and had
more specific questions to ask.

2.

I assessed students at the beginning of the course to learn of their abilities in using
computers. This allowed me to pair students up with each other and to provide
instruction at the level most appropriate to each individual. Many times this took
certain students far past what the group was currently doing. They became experts in
certain computer tasks and were able to assist others.
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3.

Assignments were checked the day they were due. Students were much more
responsible in getting their assignments done and if there was a conflict they would email me ahead of time. Also, students were expected to use computers outside of the
classroom to do the assignments, again providing more practice time for them.

4.

Attendance was understood to be of critical importance. If students had to miss a class,
they knew to contact me ahead of time, or as soon after, to find out what work they
were to complete before the next class. This allowed the class to keep moving forward
without students falling behind. I did have to e-mail a couple of students to remind
them of this policy and also to alert them if they had already missed two classes.

5. Handouts were prepared with detailed step-by-step instructions to accommodate all
types of learners and also as a review for later practice.
6.

I used, as much as possible, topics related to the students’ interest or country of origin.
When showing databases, web sites or discussion lists, we used topics in which
students had an interest. This resulted in digressions at times, but sparked motivation
and brought out other possibilities for research.

7. Student presentations were used for the first time. This allowed for even more student
interest, as students presented material that was relevant to them and in their style of
comfort. A change for future classes might be to begin these presentations early in the
semester, for they had a great impact on classroom dynamics, comfort and confidence
levels of students.
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Class Presentations
One strategy that was tried in the Spring 1998 Essentials of Library Research
class, which yielded many positive results in the student’s learning experiences, was to
assign students a topic to present to the class. There was no hesitation on the part of
anyone to prepare and present. Students made a great effort. Usually one person spoke
and the other demonstrated at the keyboard. Through this process, students had to
become the experts of a particular strategy or computer application so that they could
explain it to the other students. Two groups presented each week until all had
presented. Students then e-mailed me the impressions of the presentation. They had
positive comments about the presentations, the style of presentation, the preparation,
and handouts provided.
These presentations were enlightening to me in several ways. Most important was
observing how these students presented the material. By sitting in the class as a student, I
was able to follow along with the other students and “ learn” with them. I was able to note
nonverbal communication, presentation styles and techniques with which these students
felt comfortable. Ricardo, for example, used a lot of nonverbal communication and
repetition. When he used jargon, he asked, for example: “Does everyone know what a
‘handle’ is?” He checked every person to see that everyone was at the same place and
repeated instructions. He displayed nonverbal communication by walking around,
touching students on the shoulder and kneeling down to be at the same level as the student.
An amazing transformation seemed to take place when most of these students
presented. The class more closely mirrored the classes I had seen while observing
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Ernesto s class. The students were more open and relaxed, and asked many questions that
they probably would not have asked me. Jose, for example, was not only entertaining, but
was able to engage the class in topics that they found and began discussions around the
pros and cons of smoking and of groups who put out the type of propaganda that he
displayed from a particular web site.
Another important observation was that, because I was seated with the students, I
was able to observe much more closely what the students around me were doing. When
something was explained, I was able to see if the students were keeping up, were frowning
in confusion or jumping ahead. When students seemed confused, I noted whether they
turned to a neighbor for help, asked the presenter or just kept quiet. Only one student kept
quiet. The others turned to their neighbor or asked the presenter. Many raised their hands
and if the presenter wasn’t able to attend to them immediately they would ask someone
else — even if the person was half a room away from them. This did not seem to interfere
with the presentation or the presenter’s momentum. The presenters seemed to be very
patient.
After all of the presentations were done (it took five sessions to complete them) the
ambiance that was created in the classroom held. Students remained more open and
inquiring. A comfort level seemed to have developed between the students in which I was
also included. There was a more jovial environment and students felt much more free to
offer items of interest to the class that took us off on a tangent, but still provided us with
the “hook” that I had observed in Ernesto’s classes.
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Student presenters allowed for variety in the class, as well as a chance for students
to get to know the mixture of their expertise in the topics they presented. They, then,
became the experts on at least that particular strategy, which inspired them to delve even
further into other strategies to show the class. The self-esteem and confidence of the
students increased so quickly that I intend to have these presentations even earlier in the
semester next time.
The changes that I made in this Spring class were critical to the success of the
students. The e-mail journals, the additional assignments that required more out of class
computer practice, and the student presentations allowed these students to progress at a
much more rapid pace than students in previous semesters. In addition, these students
had a higher comprehension level of the different computer applications and library
research. The rapport between myself and the students, and the classroom dynamics in
the class were not only comfortable, but fun. I think I finally learned how to be a
teacher/librarian and a friend.

Implications: Suggestions For Improving Computer
and Library Instruction For Latinos
This research provided evidence of differences in cultural, linguistic, behavioral and
learning patterns between Latinos and non-Latinos. In the preceding two chapters the
three major research questions were answered through the synthesis of the survey,
interviews, classroom studies and informal conversations. Again, those questions were:
1. How do Latinos use the university library and its resources?
2. What facilitates computer usage among Latino students?
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3. What should librarians understand when working with Latinos, especially at the
computer?
The first question was one of documenting patterns and included much of the
information from the survey. The final two questions, however, depended on much of the
conversation from the interviews and classroom studies. This next section continues to
answer the final two research questions by offering suggestions based on findings from
this study.
There are many ways to make learning more conducive for students, such as using
cooperative learning; using active learning techniques; allowing time for response and
practice; and matching nonverbal and verbal communication patterns, as much as
possible, of both parties.
In the suggestion that follow the terms “educator” and “teacher” may be
interchanged. Given that the role of the librarian, as defined by Yolanda, in the pilot
study, is one of a teacher, the terms “teacher” or “educator” seem appropriate. This is
also useful because the implications here can also be beneficial to teachers who are not
librarians.

Suggestions for Working with Latinos in a Computerized Environment
Learning Styles
Chapter two discussed research that has been done on the differences in learning
styles. The following are some general observations and suggestions from this research.
Please keep in mind that these characteristics may or may not be present in students and
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that a goal should be to treat each student as an individual and to work toward finding
each student’s preferred learning style.
a) In a session, hands-on time is important because students tend to leam well by
doing; by touching, seeing, and manipulating concrete objects rather than by
discussing or reading about them.
b) Hands-on sessions which provide a lot of individual instruction work well with
most, but provide a much needed chance for students to become acquainted with the
world of computers.
c)

Latino students may relate better to a person-centered rather than an object or

idea-centered session, so this individual attention may facilitate learning for them.
d)

They also tend to like to work in groups or with others whom they know.

Planning sessions so that there is a type of camaraderie can contribute to the success
of students or the goals and objectives of the session. If possible, the educator should
team up with a Latino assistant when conducting sessions with Latinos, not only to
assist with the language, but also because this individual can more readily identify
with the culture and serve as a role model.
Cultural Considerations
Understanding that students come to this environment with varying levels of cultural
capital can be important in assessing how to work with the students. Trueba (1997)
critiques various educational strategies that have been used with Latinos students and
suggests alternatives that may be more successful, while taking into consideration the
differences in cultural capital. He states that some of the reasons for the historic academic
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underachievement of Latino students could be due to inappropriate cognitive, cultural,
and linguistic teaching methods. He asserts that social power relations among cultural
groups need to be recognized by educators and changes made so that the environment and
methods are more conducive to all students. Educators must learn to count Latino
experiences and cultural capital as strengths. Thus, making sessions as relevant culturally
to the students is of importance, as is using students’ examples and possible digressions as
learning experiences and opportunities to explore other topics.

Presenting Material
In order to create the optimum environment, here are some suggestions, based on
results of this study, that may offer alternative ways to present material.
a) Teachers should set students at ease, maintain an involved and supportive posture
with the students and actively determine that they understand the directions.
b) Both oral and written directions should be provided, if possible, in the student’s
native language. It may be helpful to remember that Latino students tend to have
cognitive and learning styles that may differ from that of the facilitators. In a
computerized setting this may be evidenced by the Latino student needing to finish a
task and process what has been presented before proceeding to the next task. Many
times a facilitator instructing computer applications will begin to demonstrate a
function and then speak about how that function or task can be applied globally, rather
than allowing all students to master the function first. Only after the students feel
comfortable with the task at hand should the facilitator proceed.
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c) In my observations and interviews, Latinos seemed to be more concerned with
doing a job well regardless of the amount of time required than they were in finishing
rapidly just so they would have more time for the next task. They tended to work at a
relaxed pace, even if it meant taking longer to finish something. By having guides
printed ahead of time, students can work at their own pace.
d) In presenting new material, after a short introduction of what will be covered, the
educator might provide a brief online demonstration to the whole group, preferably
using a computer with overhead projection capability. During my research, students
also consistently indicated that a handout with step by step instructions was very
useful to them. The facilitator could allow participants the majority of the session to
complete the desired tasks, thus providing optimum hands-on time.
e) Once the session begins, the facilitator may notice digressions from the topic at
hand. These digressions can make for a more personal, relaxed atmosphere. They
may also allow the educator to learn concerns, priorities or views from people from
other backgrounds, which may in turn help to improve the instruction for others.

Language
Of major importance is the issue of language, not only that of English versus
Spanish, but also terminology used to explain how to move around in a computer,
database, or the Internet.
a) It is advisable to assume nothing, not even that students know terms such as Space
Bar, Enter, or Click. Assessing students prior to the sessions makes it possible to
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arrange the sessions to best accommodate the beginning, the intermediate and the
advanced users of technology.
b) By having a written step-by-step guide of what will occur in the session, it is
possible for those who are more experienced to move at a faster pace. Librarians
should have students from various cultures and languages critique the library guides
and help to rewrite them so that the terminology and instructions are clear. Library
guides in various languages would also broaden the access to second language
learners.
c) It may be necessary to have a few facilitators on hand to move around the group
and answer questions. To help facilitate ease in the use of computers it would be
helpful to have all computers, programs and systems on campus be compatible.
d) Whether in a classroom setting or working with a student individually, it is
important to “ listen” to the student (his verbal and nonverbal communication), to
think about what the student is communicating, and to believe that the student’s words
and actions are relevant to his/her life and learning. It is necessary to be sensitive to
the subtle and indirect ways in which students communicate that they do not know
something or cannot do something, including nonverbal communication. If possible,
it is helpful to utilize bilingual methods with limited English proficient students.
Students indicated that librarians should have a lot of patience because people don’t
grasp things at the same level and the librarian may have to say it twice or maybe use
alternate methods or different phrases to help the student understand.
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e) Librarians and teachers should have training in cross-cultural communication and
nonverbal communication so that they might improve their interactions with students
from different cultures. They can begin to train themselves for cross-cultural
communication by becoming aware of their own expectations and the cultural values
of those around them. As terminology becomes second nature to us, we need to step
back and listen to the way we give instructions. Are we using jargon or slang?
Students interviewed repeatedly gave examples of not being able to understand the
librarian due to the assumption on the librarian’s part that the students would
understand terminology. When working with students, it is important to choose words
and construct sentences carefully so that they communicate precisely what is intended
as clearly as possible. In order to assist with comprehension, teachers could try to
break down the questions and problems into chunks and use basic terminology. By
asking several questions (going step-by-step) rather than a general or broad question,
the student might be able to explain or illustrate what they need. To check for
comprehension, instead of asking if the student understands, the teacher might ask the
student to paraphrase (or demonstrate) what was just said. Active listening involves
such techniques as focusing on the meaning of the message, waiting until a speaker
has completed the message before making judgments, soliciting further information
by asking questions, and verifying understanding by recapping the speaker’s main
ideas. By employing active listening skills with an awareness of cultural differences,
teachers can better enable themselves to understand the individual needs of their
students.
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f)

Students indicated that they were able to follow along better if visual aids and

handouts with step-by-step instructions were provided. This is a good way to
accommodate the visual learner, as well as those who work at different paces.

A major lesson that I learned through this research was that the teacher should make
all explanations about the problem relevant to the students’ lives, and spend less time
talking and more time allowing for student interaction and participation; again using their
cultural capital as a basis for the class. Students must be able to talk about what they are
learning, write about it, relate it to their experience and that of others and apply it to their
daily lives. Pairing students off with others to instruct the class allows students the
chance to hear student language instead of teacher verbiage, which may facilitate
comprehension. In his observations of outstanding teachers of Latino students, Luis Moll
(1984) reported that the best teachers were flexible, offered high-level reading and writing
opportunities, offered lessons with purpose and meaning, offered students options and
autonomy and developed lessons that offered action and results. Librarians may need to
question the design of current library services and operations in light of varied student
needs. The results may contribute to some discomfort for many librarians, as they may
need to learn skills in cross communication and nonverbal communication, as well as
being flexible and altering the way in which they present material.
The course, Essentials of Library Research, was lauded by the students as changing
the way they viewed the library, librarians and research. It was recommended that classes
such as this one, where students are allowed to explore technology and research should be
a requirement. However, the Latino students who took this course indicated that they did
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so because they knew it would be with students of their culture and they might not have
taken the course if it were open to the general population.
The following may provide some ways in which students, regardless of experience,
learning style preferences, cultural capital or background can work together to improve
their computer skills.

Searching Strategies
As a librarian and an educator, I have taught computer and Internet applications to
students and adults from many ethnic and cultural groups from the start of the Internet's
introduction into the public arena. Successful searching on databases, the Internet, or
other computer applications, such as word processing, Power Point and Excel usually
depend upon how comfortable students feel using computers. Again, the more experience
they have using computers, the more likely they are to explore and try all of the options
available to them. Instead of just pressing the one or two buttons they have learned,
experienced users will explore and see what other options there are, often exploring the
shortcut keys or buttons and the help screens. When searching databases and the Internet,
they experiment with refining a search so that instead of getting hundreds or even
thousands of hits on a particular topic, they get only ones that are truly relevant to their
needs. The above strategy of encouraging risk taking on the part of the students should
not be reserved for only the experienced users. Yet typically the novice feels intimidated
about going beyond what is presented.
Students need to be encouraged to explore and take risks and then to share
discoveries with the group. In a classroom with many students using computers it is often
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difficult for the instructor to assist students at their particular level of need or even to
know of their progress. At this point I would like to reiterate the usefulness of the e-mail
journal that I had students use in the semester course that I teach primarily to Latino
students. This regular e-mail journal is a particularly useful way to keep track of students'
progress as they document what they did and why; what they tried that was new; and what
were the outcomes, including stumbling blocks, problems and successes. In this manner
the instructor can keep up with the progress of the individual students and then also
forward tips and success strategies to the other students in the class. This has made a
considerable improvement in search strategies and computer success in the students that I
have taught.
Another method that I have found to be very useful, as well as informative, is to pair
off students to present a concept to the class (or to review with the students. One way of
really learning something or showing mastery is to have to be able to explain it to others.
Students might choose what they would like to explain, for example: how to download
information, how to do advanced searching on Alta Vista, how to refine a search in a
particular database, how to evaluate what they find, how to transfer information from the
web to a word document or vice versa, how to edit something, or any number of other
applications. By breaking the tasks into small chunks they become more manageable.
As the student presents a concept or lesson, I have a chance to sit at the computer as
a student and follow through the exercise. This enables me to hear more closely the
student conversation that goes on as the demonstration or instruction is being presented.
In these classes I have learned a lot about the level of terminology that is most effective
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for students. Students also have a chance to identify with me as one of them who is
learning. It also gives students a chance to show me (even if not intentionally) the way
they feel information should be presented. During this time I observe closely how they
present the material and the interaction they have with the group as a whole and
individually. Often one student chooses to be at the keyboard as the other presents. This
is also a good illustration of how capable a student feels at the keyboard and gives
students a chance of being in front of the group without having to talk.

Classroom Environment
I have learned a lot about teaching and learning styles by observing my students as
they instruct the class. The classroom dynamics have shifted dramatically with a Latino
in front of the group. Most of the Latino students who have facilitated the class have tied
material relevant to their cultures into the example. That has sparked the interest of even
students who typically say nothing. They are more animated and will digress from a
particular topic to explore something else, yet that serves as a hook to demonstrate the
type of information that can be found. As these students circulate around the room I
notice their nonverbal communication, such as if they kneel down to assist someone or
touch them on the shoulder. I also notice the type of social dynamics that occur between
students as they discuss difficulties. By allowing for this type of interaction there is more
humor and free conversation.
The above also sometimes breaks the ice for students who may not have asked
questions in the past. With a student, they usually feel more comfortable to ask questions
or even to volunteer another way to do something. Students may be reluctant to ask
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questions because they are afraid their English isn’t good enough, they are concerned
about how to frame a question, or how to explain what it is that they don’t understand.
They may be concerned that what they are asking is a stupid question because they should
already know the answer, or they might be concerned that they won’t understand the
answer well enough. Understanding what students seek and need and how they search for
information provides educators with the background to offer instruction and service in the
manner best-suited to each student (Welch and Lam, 1991).
As noted by many of the Latinos in this study, classroom environment and faculty
involvement with the students are important. The students preferred teachers to have a
more personal and friendly relationship. Some suggestions for personalizing interaction
might be to utilize physical contact when expressing approval and acceptance, to stand
close to them when talking or relating to them, to provide more guidance and feedback,
and to maintain close personal relationships. Students also appreciate it when a teacher
shows an interest in what they are doing in class and out of class. Educators can learn
about the student’s culture, experiences, backgrounds and educational needs, implement
cultural readings into the curriculum and communicate to each student in the class that
he or she is important in the teacher’s life. It is vital that librarians/teachers have a
strong commitment to helping the students achieve. Latinos need a nurturing
environment throughout their school experience. Teachers on all levels should
demonstrate concern about them and have high academic expectations.
Librarians/teachers should also discuss any frustrations that may be hindering the
student’s educational development and help each student to develop his or her pride and
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identity as an individual. Virginia Vogel Zanger (1990) in her handbook developed by
teachers from diverse backgrounds provides culturally responsive ways to create a
family atmosphere in the classroom. It also gives techniques that draw on the students’
diverse backgrounds to increase student motivation and maximize teacher effectiveness
by decreasing the contrast between the students’ home and school environments.

Library Orientations
In addition to a formal library instruction class, there are other ways in which
libraries can help Latino students become familiar with the library. In our library,
general library orientations are held at the beginning of each semester. To afford more
students a welcoming environment, tours could be offered in Spanish. If there is no
librarian able to do this, then a Latino student could be recruited to co-lead the tour with
the librarian. Library personnel might also attend orientations, meetings, or other
gatherings of Latino students in an attempt to connect and get acquainted with the
students in an environment that is comfortable to the students. Formation of support
groups or study groups which meet periodically is another way that Latinos might
overcome the feeling of isolation on campus. This could be coordinated by the contact
librarian.
It is also important to contact the different student organizations around the
campus and offer special tours for them, coordinating with students to offer the tours in
various languages. These efforts need to be publicized widely to the organizations,
classes and faculty.
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Most students, Latino and non-Latino, indicated a desire to have training sessions
for the computer databases. Whether hands-on sessions or demonstration sessions are
used, it would be most useful to Latinos to have the sessions offered in Spanish, as well
as English. Latinos might be more inclined to attend a session if they felt they were
among a group of peers. Another suggestion is to pair students of different ability levels
together to help each other realizing that Latinos are accustomed to helping each other
so everyone achieves, compared with the Anglo who may be competing to finish.
Library sessions could be extended to include student assistants in the reference area
who are from a culture other than the mainstream. These students might better relate to
questions and problems of those from other cultures and could serve as a first contact in
assisting them.
More courses, either one-session courses or full semester courses, should be
offered to specific population groups. Courses such as the Essentials of Library
Research course and other programs geared to introducing minorities to the library are
beginning to appear in the literature. The University of Central Arkansas has begun
providing effective research skills instruction for minority freshman by offering a
summer course through the African Americans Partnering Talent Summer Academy
(Holes & Lictenstein, 1998). Students, faculty and librarians work together throughout
the summer and develop strong working relationships. The preliminary results of the
program indicate significant success in that the data shows that these students are
performing at a higher level academically than other student populations and are
achieving higher overall grade-point averages. They are also returning to the university
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at higher rates than the overall student populations. Other benefits have been that
students view librarians as an active part of their academic support team and they have
been using the library more frequently. Partnering relationships between librarians and
faculty have also been strengthened.
Librarians could also “take the show on the road” and do demonstrations in
buildings other than the library, thus potentially reaching many more groups of students
than they would by waiting for an instructor to sign up their class for a library session.
In addition, librarians need to find ways to work with faculty and instructors to make the
library resources more readily known to the students, as well as to impart the message
of the importance of the library for their studies and research.
Regardless of whom the librarian is assisting, there is one element of their
teaching that may make a large impact on how material is received. That is, that
instructional librarians must be cognizant of the differing needs of their students and be
open to implementing appropriate and relevant programs. However, before one can
begin to plan and design library services to address these needs, a basic, very
fundamental premise must first be developed: an acute sense of cultural awareness.
Throughout all aspects of program design and development, consideration must be
given to the recognition of and sensitivity to the needs of individuals from a wide
variety of backgrounds and experiences.
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Role of the Librarian
Through the interviews and in informal conversations, it became clear to me that
students may not realize that librarians are trained in finding alternate sources. In
addition to finding books using other subject headings, librarians may direct students to
reference materials, journal articles, web resources or resources at other libraries. Those
sources usually require a librarian to explain where to look or how to search for an
article on one of the numerous databases. It also was impressed on me, during these
interviews, that the public may not understand the difference between a trained librarian
and a student assistant and also that regardless of who they encounter that person’s
primary role is to help. From the surveys and the interviews the message that “the
librarian was busy doing something else” echoed through my mind, and is an issue that
perhaps needs to be addressed. How can we train librarians to make it apparent that
their primary role is to be aware of an approaching patron or to look for someone who
might need assistance?
The librarian’s role is crucial in establishing a link to the patron and one that
should ensure the patron that the library is a nonthreatening place for them and where
they can feel comfortable in the knowledge that someone will assist them in their
academic endeavors. As libraries recruit, they should actively search for minorities and
those who are bilingual who may share common experiences or a common background
of what it is like to lack the necessary cultural capital needed to retrieve information in a
computerized environment or in a library. They, in turn, might be able to help educate
the staff of ways to be more welcoming to the diverse population of students on campus.
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A campus library plays a critical role in creating and sustaining a multicultural
environment that affirms the identities and experiences of all. Approachability is one
aspect of public services that needs to be improved in many instances, as this first
impression may make the difference in whether a patron feels comfortable to ask for
assistance or not, or even to come back to the library. The breadth and quality of a
library’s reference service, defined as direct personal assistance to students seeking
information, is especially important in the cultural message it conveys to its patrons.
The issues of learning style, language proficiency, and perceptions about the role
of the library are important factors in designing library instruction programs in a
multicultural environment. Each has tremendous impact on the individual’s ability and
capacity to learn. Understanding the role each of these factors play in the learning
process, and relating them to the diversity of needs of the students, will foster more
successful and effective learning experiences.
Further Research
More work is needed on illustrating the significance that a library can have on
improving student learning and in assessing how the use of the library can improve
grades. How would students know if their grades did improve? How could this be
measured? If they don’t feel their grades improve, why should they use libraries? Is it
because teachers tell them to? One implication of this study is that more must be done
to show how grades improve with the use of the library and more communication is
necessary between library liaisons and faculty members about working together to
achieve this. It would also be useful to track how the students who took the course with
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me did as they continued through their studies through further interviews,
documentation of grades on papers and with grade point averages.
Another area of needed research is documenting actual strategies that students use
to find information while using the various databases. It would be useful to develop a
program or use some of the programs that are currently in use to record all of the
keystrokes used by students when searching. A comparison on how students searched
(which terms they used, how they refined their search, time between key strokes) and
the results of their searching could be illustrative in determining if there are specific
patterns that Latinos might use that differ from what Anglos use. These patterns then
could be addressed to see if there are additional help screens or different instructions
that might be useful to these students.
Another area that needs to be further explored is to try to determine why some
students seem to be more confused after receiving help from the librarian? What
specifically occurred in the reference interaction that made students confused?
More studies need to be done that address the needs and experiences of Latinos in
libraries, especially pertaining to social class differences and that impact on finding and
using the resources available to them. Following are some suggestions for further
reading, in general, on what academic libraries have been doing to promote
multiculturalism in libraries.
•

Recruitment and retention of Latinos. See, for example: Jones-Quartey (1993,
Spring); Kelly (1995, December); Lipincott (1997); O'Donnell & Green (1997);
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•

Academic library services to diverse populations. See, for example: Buttlar (1994,
March); Castro (1994); Curry et al. (1994); Downing (1993); Guerena (1990);
Hernandez (1994); Hinojosa (1996); Janes & Meltzer (1990); Jolivet & Knowles
(1996); Kflu & Loomba (1990); Li (1998, March); Liu (1995); Liu & Redfern
(1997, July); Martin (1994); Natowitz (1995, Winter); Neely & Abif (1996); Riggs
& Tarin (1994); Stem (1991); Winston (1995, Fall).

•

Library instruction and learning styles for diverse library populations. See, for
example: Bodi (1990); Dame (1995, December); Hall (1991); Hefner & Rhodes
(1998); Litzinger & Osif (1993); Osborne & Poon (1995); Shirato (1993); Stoffle &
Williams (1995).

•

Information technology and libraries. See, for example: Charles (1995); Lynch
(1995); Shirato (1993).

•

Communication, diversity and libraries. See, for example: Boucher (1976); DevoreChew et al. (1988); Greenfield et al. (1986); Hall (1992).

Conclusion
This study details some major differences in cultural and behavioral patterns
between Anglos and Latinos, as well as between Latinos themselves, whether or not
they were born or raised in the United States. One indicator of patterns of library use
was social class. Students from families with higher educational or social class
backgrounds tended to be more willing to learn about and use the library and computer
resources available to them. The Latinos who seemed to have this social capital were
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those not from the United States. The non-U.S. Latinos also had stronger cultural
capital than the Latinos from the United States and were able to proceed more quickly
in learning computer skills or in asking for what they needed at the library. Even so,
one must be reminded that even the non-U.S. Latinos still had far less cultural capital
than non Latinos, thus making their transition into the academic library and the
computerized world much more challenging.
In addition to differences in social and cultural capital between the two groups of
Latinos, there were differences between Latinos and non-Latinos that are worth stating
again. Nonverbal communication plays a significant role in negotiating meaning within
the classroom and during the reference interview, as does the varying levels of language
ability and different learning styles. Each collegiate librarian should be informed of
these patterns and differences, as well as possible implications that might arise from
those differences as they work with the Latino patron. In order to provide better service
to Latinos, it would be wise to match those patterns between the two cultures as much
as possible. To begin this process, librarians will need to become self-reflective in how
they deal with patrons, especially minorities. They must learn to be more sensitive to
communication problems and contrasting learning styles and be flexible enough to use
diverse educational methods when needed.
Several findings from this study are worthy for educators to ponder: (a) teacher
influence plays an important role in whether a student will use the library and learn
computer applications and makes a difference in students’ intentions to use those
resources; (b) income and disparate school resources remain major factors in predicting
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the differences among students attitudes toward using computers and suggests the
necessity of early exposure to computers and libraries; and (c) classroom environment
and a caring instructor who is responsive to the needs of the students have been
identified as necessary components for success to many students.
Substantial research reintorces the primary importance of access as a precursor to
positive attitudes and ongoing usage of the library and of technology. The data provide
evidence that educators can use to encourage the development of library and online
services for students.
Within a multicultural society all students need to have equal access to computer
services, including technology. That access means instruction as well as the materials or
equipment. When designing projects, creating publicity, establishing evaluation, and
presenting workshops, educators should keep in mind that their target audience extends
beyond the mainstream population.
Librarians and media specialists have key roles in assisting students and teachers
learn computer applications and educational technology. They need to be innovative and
demonstrate to their users alternate ways to access information. However, in doing so,
they will need to keep in mind that students do not all learn in the same way and they will
have to be open to varying the way they assist students from diverse cultural backgrounds
in acquiring information technologically.
The responses from the survey and the interviews illustrate a need on the part of
librarians and the academic library to look at the service that is currently being provided
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to Latinos. Clearly there is frustration and even anger on the part of some students at
the perceived apathy and aloofness of many librarians.
D. Bryan Stansfield (1988) remarked that “The library is not solely an Anglo
institution. It is an American institution and it must be for everyone in the community
or near it.” (p. 559). Libraries and librarians must realize that if it is to be an institution
for everyone, changes must be made both by librarians and by libraries. This study has
identified some of the barriers that may be present for Latinos in a classroom and as
they attempt to navigate the increasingly complex technological systems now available
in academic libraries. Until there is an awareness of the cultural, linguistic, and
educational barriers present, as well as a desire to overcome those barriers, the library
will remain an Anglo institution. Unless libraries, and librarians in particular, address
some of the differences highlighted in this research, they will at best continue to deliver
mediocre service or at worse alienate the Latino patrons.

Epilogue
The past few years of doing this research have provided me a wonderful
opportunity to gather suggestions from students of ways that the library could become
more welcoming to students, as well as to identify specific tasks that the library can
undertake to become more multicultural. The dialogues with the students were
enlightening and helped shape my work objectives for the next few years. As libraries
look for ways to better assist all students, they will need to take into account
perspectives of the groups that they are serving. The survey and interviews I
administered were an attempt to learn more about Latinos using one academic library.
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As a result, various suggestions given by these students have begun to be implemented
at the library. Following are some of the recommendations by students that I was able
to act on and which have resulted in positive changes in the library environment:
•

Have someone at the library who spoke their language,

•

Have someone who could give library sessions

•

Have someone who could be more directly involved with them.
As a result of these suggestions I began offering tours and workshops in Spanish,

and I became an unofficial liaison for the Bilingual Collegiate Program and for Spanish¬
speaking students. I also formed the Essentials of Library Research Class for Latinos
and taught it in a way that is responsive to their needs. To help reach out to the Latino
community, Ernesto, who taught the Internet for Latino Studies class, and I have offered
various workshops in Spanish to bilingual teachers from the area. Each workshop we
gave opened up new contacts and possibilities for library participation and
programming. In fact, the Latin American bibliographer and I, working with various
Latinos in the area planned and presented an Open House for Latinos in the Fall of
1997. It was part of a month long celebration of Latino Heritage Month which included
speakers, music, poetry, food and weekly presentations geared to the Latino community
of Western Massachusetts. This event was the first of its kind in the history of the
library. This past year it was expanded to be a one day conference sponsored by the
library along with weekly activities.
To further our outreach efforts and to begin the diversification of our library staff,
I assisted in recruiting a Latina librarian into our reference department. She has been
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instrumental in our outreach efforts not only to Latino students, but to students of other
cultural, ethnic and linguistic backgrounds.
This past summer I co-taught orientation sessions for all incoming students of the
Bilingual Collegiate Program on campus. This suggestion was given to me by several
of the students from the Essentials of Library Research class. Their comments were that
such an orientation would have helped get them into the library and connected at the
beginning and would have greatly enhanced their coursework. I will definitely make a
point to incorporate Yolanda's comments about explaining how grades can improve
after using the library.
Other programs or projects that are underway, which started from input from my
research, are to translate our library guides into Spanish, search our databases in other
languages, and create a list of contact people in the library with various language
abilities. Students had also indicated the difficulty of getting to an Internet terminal and
not having to have a computer account to access it. This past year the library has added
nearly 50 terminals on the reference floor that have free Netscape access to anyone who
enters the library. We are also in the process of moving our reference desks closer to
those terminals so that students will not need to get up and walk over to ask a question.
Having staff nearer the computer area was identified in the survey and interviews as
critical, since so many students are reluctant to leave the terminals to ask questions.
With staff trained in nonverbal communication it is hopeful that students will merely
have to glance at us for us to know that they need assistance.
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Another issue that came out ot the survey and interviews is that librarians need to
be more sensitive to the different needs of their patrons. In view of this need I worked
with other interested staff members to form a Diversity/Multiculturalism Working
Group at the library. The director ot the library made this into a standing committee.
Some of the activities that the committee has sponsored have been workshops and
cultural programs to educate staff members and to provide suggestions to bridge the gap
that now seems to appear between the Anglo and minority cultures.
I am currently planning a series of workshops that will provide real-life scenarios
of interactions between students and staff at the public service stations. The scenarios
will be similar to what Anne recounted in her experiences both as a student and
employee in the current periodical room (chapter 5). By transforming these examples
into “What would you do next?” exercises, perhaps staff will begin to look at the effect
that their service or disservice has on patrons. To better learn who users are and what
their needs are, I helped develop a user-needs survey and will be involved in developing
and analyzing such surveys targeted to various populations on campus.
It is important for me to add here that it was Yolanda who inspired me to look at
many of these issues and to look at ways that we could improve these situations. I have
learned how important it is to listen to our patrons. Their suggestions and ideas of how
to improve service have been invaluable.
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APPENDIX A
COVER LETTER TO ACCOMPANY WRITTEN CONSENT FORM

Date:

Dear (participant),
I appreciate your interest in participating in this study on the use of libraries and
computers. This letter will give you a little information about me and the study. My
name is Lori Mestre and I am the Education Reference Librarian at the W.E.B. Du Bois
Library at the University of Massachusetts and a doctoral candidate in Multicultural
Education. I am conducting a study to understand what college students, especially
Latinos, think about using libraries and computers (including library databases, the
World Wide Web, e-mail...). The way that I would like to learn from you is by
interviewing you about your experiences and opinions regarding libraries and the use of
computers. You will also have the option of participating in a group discussion with
others on this same topic. The results will be analyzed and included in a dissertation
and possible published. The results may also be used in presentations, conferences,
articles, book chapters, and a book.
The attached page describes in more detail what I am asking you to participate in
and agree to, and it serves as a consent from. Please read it carefully. If you have any
questions, please call me at (413) 549-6625 or (413) 545-6851, or e-mail me at
lori.mestre@library.umass.edu. Approximately 18 people will be interviewed. The
experiences and suggestions that you and the others contribute will help me, other
librarians and educators understand what it is like for students to use an academic
library and to negotiate electronic resources.
If you are comfortable with the attached agreement, please sign both copies,
keep one for yourself, and bring the other with you to our first interview. Thank you
and I look forward to talking with you and learning from you.
Sincerely,

Lori S. Mestre
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APPENDIX B
WRITTEN CONSENT FORM

I agree to participate in a study about electronic resources and library use
conducted by Lori S. Mestre, a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at the
University of Massachusetts Amherst. I understand that the purpose of this study is to
gather information from college students, especially Latinos, to learn of the experiences
that they have in using an academic library and in using electronic resources at the
library. I understand that the information generated from my participation in this study
will be used primarily for doctoral research, but may also be used for educational
purposes in classes, at conferences, and in written publications such as articles, book
chapters and a book.
I will participate in at least one interview. I may also have the option of
participating in a group discussion with other students, in addition to the interviews.
The interviews will be taped, and a written transcript will be made. I may be asked to
read and respond to the excerpts of the transcript to make sure that they are accurate. I
understand that I have the option of using a pseudonym in any final written materials. I
have no financial or medical claims on the interviewer or the University of
Massachusetts for participation in this study.
I understand that I can ask questions about the study, the process, or the way that
the information will be used at any time. I am free to withdraw my consent, and
discontinue participation in the study, without judgment, at any time.
I,_, have read this statement carefully,
and agree to participate as an interviewee under the conditions stated above. I am at
least 18 years old.

Signature of Participant

Date

Signature of Interviewer

Date
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APPENDIX C
LIBRARY AND COMPUTER USAGE SURVEY
Lori Mestre, Education Reference Librarian and doctoral candidate in Multicultural Education, is
conducting a study to understand what college students think about using libraries and computers (including library
databases, the World Wide Web, e-mail...). The questionnaire takes about 15 minutes to complete. The results will
be analyzed and included in a dissertation and possibly published in articles, book chapters, and a book. They may
also be used in presentations and conferences.
While your views are very important, your participation is completely voluntary. Your participation will
not in any way affect your grade in this class. Your individual responses will be completely confidential.
Please answer questions to the best of your ability, even if you have never used the library or computers.
If you have questions about this study, you can call Lori Mestre at (413) 45-6851 ore-mail
lori.mestre@library.umass.edu. Thank you for your time and interest.

A. Experience with computers.
1. Please mark the answers that best describe your experience and beliefs.
a. I have a computer that I can use where I live.
Yes
No
b. I have an e-mail address.
Yes
No
c. If you have a computer, does it have a modem?
Yes_ No_ Don’t know
d. How many courses in high school or college have you taken that are specifically about computers or
computer programming? _None _One _Two _Three _More than Three
e. If you have used a computer (including computer terminals) in the last two years, check the locations
where you have used one (check all that apply).
_Where I live
_ In a class at this college
_In a computer laboratory at this college.
_In the library at this college (not including the computer lab) _At another college
_At a public library
_At a friend’s or relative’s home
2. Using Computers
Answer using one of the follow ing: Never
Very Often (almost daily)

Occasionally (a few times a month) Often (weekly)

How often do you currently use a computer?
Very Often
How often did you use a computer in elementary school?
Very Often
How often did you use a computer in high school?
Very Often

Never

Occasionally

Often

Never

Occasionally

Often

Never

Occasionally

Often

3. Experience with Online Services (library databases to retrieve journal and book citations, Internet sources)
I use online services for assignments.
Never
Occasionally
Often
Very Often
I use online services at a place of employment
Never
Occasionally
Often
Very Often
I use online services for fun
Never
Occasionally
Often
Very' Often
4. What do you see as benefits for using computers/online
services?
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B. Library Usage
1. How often do you use the library (any library ) on campus?
a. never
b. once or twice (for a tour or orientation only)
c. rarely (maybe once or twice a semester)
d. occasionally (a few times a month)
e. for most of my research needs
f. Other_
2. What facilities or services of the library' do you use? Circle as many as apply.
a. study areas
d. the reserve department
f. the current periodical room

b. the computer lab
c. the Learning Resource center
e. the reference area (library catalog, journal databses, indexes...)
g. book stacks h. other_

3. What is your general attitude about using the library? Circle all that apply.
a. comfort
b. relief
c. frustration
d. intimidation
f. other_

e. anxiety

4. How comfortable do you feel using the library ?
a. very' comfortable
b. comfortable c. somewhat uncomfortable d. very uncomfortable
5. What resources do you use to find materials for your classes?
a. textbooks and materials I’m using in my classes
b. information from friends or professors
c. bibliographies and references from journal articles or books I already have
d. databases, indexes or resources at the library
e. the Internet
f.
other
_
6. How successful have you been at finding what you want at the library?
a. I usually find something useful
b. I usually find something, even if it isn’t what I wanted
c. I usually give up because 1 get frustrated d. I usually don’t find what I need.
e. Other_
7. What do you do if you can’t find what you need at the library' or don’t understand how to look for
information?

8. How often do you or would you ask a librarian for assistance?
a. never
b. occasionally
c. only after I have searched a long time for something
d. Whenever I don’t know what to do or where to look.
e. frequently
9. How helpful are the reference librarians?
a. very helpful
b. somewhat helpful
c. not very helpful or friendly
d. I don’t know. I’ve never asked them for help. e. other_
10. Do your instructors/professors ask you to use the library' to get information for papers?
a. yes, many have
b. a few have
c. no
11. Do you feel the library' is important for your studies?
a. yes, I couldn’t do my studies as effectively without it
c. yes, at times

b. yes, very useful
d. no. I’ve never needed it so far

12. Do you feel that your grades improve after having used the library?
a. yes
b. maybe
c. no
13. What would inspire you to use the library' more often?
14. Any comments you would like to add?
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C. About You
1. Major or degree work in College_
2. Class level in college is: _Freshman _Sophomore _Junior
3. _Senior
4. I go to college:

_Graduate

_Post-Doctoral Student
_Part time

_Full time

5. Which of the following best describes your current living arrangement?
_Live at home with parent(s) or guardian _Live in a dorm or student housing
_Rent an apartment or house
_Own my own residence _Other:_
6. My age is:_ My gender is: _Female

_Male

7. My ethnic background is: _
8. 1 am a native English speaker. _Yes _No. If no, my native language is:_
9. Languages I converse in_
10. If born outside of the mainland United States how long have you been in the 48 contiguous United
States?_
11. Did either or both of your parents go to college? _yes _no.
12. How long have you been at UMass?_
Thank you for your help in completing this important survey on the use of computers, online services and libraries.
If you would be willing to assist further by being interviewed please fill out the form attached to this and return it
separately.
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APPENDIX D
LIBRARY AND COMPUTER USAGE
INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM
If you would be willing to be interviewed by me concerning your experiences with
using libraries or computers please fill out the form below and leave it with your
instructor/professor. Or, you may call me at 545-6851 or e-mail me at
lori.mestre@library.umass.edu.
I am Lori Mestre, Education Reference Librarian and doctoral candidate in
Multicultural Education, and I am conducting a study to understand what college
students, especially Latino students think about using libraries and computers (including
library databases, the World Wide Web, e-mail...). While your views are very
important, your participation is completely voluntary. Your participation will not in any
way affect your grade in this class. Your individual responses will be completely
confidential.
I will give you more information about the interview(s) at that time.
Thank you for your interest.

Lori S. Mestre

Name:_
Phone:
E-mail:
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APPENDIX E
LIBRARY SURVEY - FOR ESSENTIALS OF LIBRARY RESEARCH CLASS
1. What language(s) do you feel most comfortable speaking?__
2. How many times have you been to this library?
a. this is the First time
b. a few times

c. many times

3. What do you think of when you hear the word “library”?

4. Why do/would you use a library?

5. What do you hope to learn from this course?

6. What is your general opinion when using a library?
a. frustration
b. intimidation
c. anxiety
d. praise
e. relief
f. other_
7. Which of the following terms are you familiar with?
a. Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature
b. Call number
c. InfoTrac
d. Journals
e. Online Public Access Terminal
f. ERIC
g. database
h. disc
i. stacks
k. download
1. citation

j. URL
m. microfilm

8. What experience do you have using computers? What have you used them for in the past?

9. What is your field of study? What is or will be your major?_
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LIBRARY SURVEY —Continued
1. ^Cual idioma prefiere Ud.
hablar?
2. ^Cuantas veces ha estado en esta biblioteca?
a. es la primera vez
b. pocas veces

c. muchas veces

3. ^En que piensa Ud. cuando oye la palabra “library/biblioteca?”

4. ^Por que va/iria Ud. a la biblioteca?

5. ^Que espera Ud. aprender de este curso?

6. ^Cual es su opinion al usar una biblioteca?
a. frustracion
b. intimidacion
d. alabanza
e. alivio

c. inquietud
f. otra

7. ^En cuales de los siguientes terminos tiene conocimientos Ud?
a. Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature
b. Call number
c. InfoTrac
d. Journals
e. Online Public Access Terminal
f. ERIC
g. database
h. disc
i. stacks
j. URL
k. download
1. citation
m. microfilm
8. ^Que experiencia tiene Ud. con la computadora? Para que la ha usado en el pasado?

9. Que estudia Ud. en la universidad/ su especialidad?
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APENDIX F
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Initial Questions Used During The Interviews. Questions were divided into three
areas. Childhood experiences in general and specifically with libraries and computers;
UMASS experiences in general and with libraries and computers; and suggestions for
improvements in the library and with instruction methods. These were beginning
questions or prompts only.

1. Please tell me a little of your childhood. Where were you born and raised? What
languages did you speak? Where did you go to school? What was it like for you at
school? (covering up until the time they came to UMASS).
2. Can you describe your first remembrance of going to a library? What was your view
of the librarians, of their job? Did you ask them for assistance? Please describe a
time when you asked a librarian for assistance?
3. Please describe your first experience/s with seeing or using computers? Tell me
about your experiences using computers in school.
4. How did you choose to come to UMASS? What is it like for you here? Can you
talk about the first time you came into this library? Tell me step by step, if you can,
what you did when you came in. When, why and how often do you come to the
library? What do you use in the library? What do you do if you can't find
information on your topic? Have you asked anyone here for assistance? Who was
that and what was that experience like?
5. Can you tell me a little about your computer experiences, what software or computer
programs are you familiar with? How did you learn to use those programs? What
classes have you had that teach you computer skills? Where have you been using
computers? What’s the most difficult part about using computers or learning
something new?
6. Have you used the computers on the reference floor of the library? Which databases
have you used? How did you learn to use them? How do you feel when you are
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sitting at the computers on the reference floor? Have you felt satisfied with your
searching on the computers? What do you do if you can’t figure out what to do?
7. Describe the structure of the computer classes that you have had-how did the
teacher present material, explain material and follow-up? What were some of the
things that the teacher did or said that you thought helped you learn computer
applications? What were some of the things that the teacher did or said that were
confusing to you or that you did not understand? How would you have changed the
class? Do you have suggestions for teachers of computers?
8. Describe for me any experiences you have had in the library when a librarian helped
you at the computer? What were you asking the librarian? Was his or her
explanation clear? Did you understand what you were to do? What was not clear?
What did you like that he or she did? What didn’t you like? What suggestions
would you have for librarians helping students at the computers?
9. What would make searching (doing research) easier in the library? What would
make the library an easier place to use? What would make the library a more
comfortable place to use? What would make the library less time consuming? What
would make the library a more stimulating environment?
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